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Reign To Rule

 

 

Hardened by his Omega’s betrayal, King Malloron is no longer showing any mercy

 

Time is running out and he will go as far as he needs to in order to get her back and keep her with him, even if it means destroying everyone and everything. 

 

His enemies will pay for what they have done, but so will Amara. 

 

 

 

When her Alpha proves just how powerful Visant blood truly is, Amara has to decide if she will fight against the monster he will become, or submit to him knowing the kind of monster he already is.

 

REIGN TO RULE is a full-length fantasy romance novel that concludes Malloron and Amara's a dark and carnal, magical tale. Begin their story from REIGN TO RUIN. For fans of faithful Alpha anti-heroes and captive romances.

 

This series includes situations and romance of a dark nature. Some aspects of this story may be sensitive for some readers. For ages 18 and over.

 

[image:  ]

 

 

See the color version

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

AMARA

 

Tears would not stop falling.

As the Ancient Tongue was used to drag her out into the courtyard, they fell. As spells were used to bind her wrists and tie her ankles together, they fell. And as she was forced into the large carriage that awaited, still they fell.

Amara's heart ached for Malloron. She never expected to feel so disappointed to learn he was exactly the kind of man she had always thought he was, exactly the kind of man that she could never love. The ache pulsed so deep it consumed her—she could barely function or even notice what was happening. Her wild and raw emotions were echoed in the magic that swept around her, constantly surrounding her and blocking everything from view, and when she fell onto the seat of the carriage, she just laid there, her mind and heart conflicted.

The thought that the children’s souls or energy had been inside her this whole time made her nauseous. Not only had Malloron put them inside her body, they’d been used by almost every king, including Malloron, that had reigned in Eiros. It was a selfish and cruel crime, and Malloron of all people should have put a stop to it. His own desperate need to never be vulnerable had scratched out his morals, but it went so much deeper than she thought. 

He didn't know anything about what it took to truly love another beyond the physical aspects of sex, and he almost made her believe that he was her true mate, but how could it be true?

He had purposefully kept the origins of the tenebris from her for so long, even though he knew she was concerned about them. Part of her scolded her reaction—she had always known what kind of man he was, and he never pretended that he was anything different. What could she really expect? But something changed over the last month. She had seen the man beneath the mask—the man who was insufferably arrogant but who was learning to trust, the man who was protective of her, the man who revered titles and status, who repeatedly awarded her with the highest title and status he could give her; queen and true mate. She had begun to see him as more than the monster she always hated. She started to see past that, beyond his reputation, and even his atrocious actions against her. And still, he’d been able to surprise her with something even worse. Something she couldn’t forgive, especially when he wouldn’t even entertain the idea of giving it up.

But she would have to give him up. And the idea of that cut her deeply. It was bad enough that she already missed him; and not just his purr and his scent and his body as he enclosed her in his arms, but his smile, his touch, the way he looked at her. Even his persistent arrogance and total dominance appealed to her in a way she’d never thought it ever would. She would never have that again now. It was impossible to choose him over the children. They were the vulnerable ones, just like Omegas were. They couldn’t be abandoned when she was the only one who knew the reason for the red dungeon and why they were there. She needed to get the tenebris back to them, somehow. And if she couldn't, if she failed at that, she would rather die and try to take the tenebris with her.

By the time her sobs quietened, night had fallen. The carriage raced down a wide road, but the windows gave only a limited view of the outside due to the shutters that maintained the privacy of the carriage.

Opposite her, the large, heavyset Duke Brecc sat watching her with cold black eyes, an enormous bandage wrapped around his fat neck that was already soaked with blood. 

Amara eyed him, wondering if he would truly survive the night. Malloron’s spears had been thick and pulsing—it was quite incredible that Brecc survived. Clearly Malloron had been right to try to secure her by the soul-bond. If this man could control the tenebris, it didn't bear thinking about.

Malloron was the cruelest ruler in the Western Lands, but Brecc wasn't far behind. The power struggle between the four largest territories was well-known and Norryth, arguably the largest country after Eiros, had many alliances with the other countries. Most knew that Brecc was a cruel sadist, but he was never as visible as the royal family. Probably because he was fucking ugly.

“I'm glad to see that you have calmed down, my queen,” Brecc said, somewhat wetly. He spoke with difficulty, a slight gurgle in the back of his throat.

Amara sat up in her seat, struggling to do so with her bound limbs.

“I apologize for my hospitality,” Brecc said, gesturing to her binds, “but I'm sure you can understand that I am extremely wary of you.”

“Do you think that binding me will stop me from being able to use magic?”

“Yes,” Brecc said simply. “Those binds have been charmed using a method straight from Malloron's grandfather’s research.” A grin spread across his face. “He bound the Omega he had too.”

Amara's mouth tightened as her mood descended. “What is it you want with me?”

Brecc jerked forward. “If it were down to me, you would be fucking dead,” he spat. “You killed nearly all of my family when you destroyed my house. You deserve to die.”

Amara stared back at him evenly. She didn't even remember what her state of mind had been when that happened, but she did know it wasn’t unprovoked. “I didn't realize your family was in the house,” she admitted. “I apologize for what I did, but your men attacked me. They bound me, like you have bound me now, and when I try to protect myself, they shot magical weapons at me. I was simply protecting myself.”

“You destroyed my weapon!” he thundered. “I had been working on that for years, and you destroyed it within moments. Everything I had planned, everything I was owed, was tied to that weapon succeeding, and you are to blame for its destruction.”

Amara stared at Brecc, taking in his expression. She had no idea what weapon he was talking about, but he was clearly angry and not looking for an apology; he simply wanted revenge. And that was what made him dangerous. “What do you intend to do with me?”

Brecc leaned back in his seat, his eyes on her. “First, I will fuck you,” he said calmly. “I want to know what it’s like to fuck an Omega.”

Amara almost choked on the bile in her throat but stayed silent.

“Then you will die, but not before you help me take Eiros.”

“I will never do that,” Amara shot at him.

“You have already done the hardest part of it,” Brecc snapped. “Do you think I didn’t notice what happened back there?” His eyes gleamed in the darkness of the carriage. “King Malloron bit you. He attempted to soul-bond with you and you did not bite him back.” He leaned forward again. “How long do you think he will last? I’m thinking it will only be a week or so until he is completely brain-dead, and who do you think will take Eiros once that happens? His siblings could never rule now, not even his sniveling brother. There is no other that can claim his throne.”

Amara pushed down the wild panic that rose in her at the idea that Malloron would die. It was accompanied by the stinging guilt that she had not secured the bond. Of all his faults, he tried to protect her and in return she hadn’t protected him back.

“He clearly cares a lot about you—I have never known him to care about anyone. I hope he feels everything you feel when I fuck you raw,” Brecc sneered. “Then he will know I have taken everything from him there is to take.”

“You underestimate him. In a week he could protect his throne and find a way to protect himself from the one-way bond.”

Brecc laughed stiffly. “That may have been true at one point,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “But he no longer has the history and knowledge of his ancestors.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He destroyed the Visant temple in a fit of rage,” Brecc said. “And that probably was the only thing that could have helped his current circumstance.”

A blinding horror rose in Amara as she realized the run-down room Malloron had taken her to was the Visant temple. No one knew where it was located but it was known to be extremely sacred and highly valued by the Visant family. Tears threatened again that Malloron had even taken her to a place so precious and sacred to him.

“Things are about to change, Omega,” Brecc said, his smug expression somewhat eerie. “Thanks to you, the Visant rule is over.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

MALLORON

 

Malloron groaned as he opened his eyes. 

The pressure in his head had lessened somewhat, but it was still there, throbbing as it threatened to press in again. He suddenly realized he was lying on a table and turned his head to view his surroundings. He was still in Elion's house, but he must have passed out, because he couldn't recall getting onto the table, which was sitting in the middle of the living area. He tried inching his head up but the pressure jolted in his brain and forced him to still.

A young woman moved into view, carrying a small bowl with a stirring brush. She looked young, possibly under twenty, with smooth, flawless tawny-brown skin and wore a simple servant’s tunic dress. When she saw Malloron watching her, she froze, examining him cautiously for a long moment as though he were about to attack. When he didn’t move, she stirred whatever was in her bowl and then lifted the brush, saturated with a thick, moss green paste, and gently brushed it on each of his temples. Surprisingly the paste was warm, and its heat spread along his skin and over his scalp. The pressure that pressed in on Malloron’s brain lessened slightly, and he exhaled heavily at the relief.

Slowly, he propped himself up on his elbows and as he did, the girl darted back and hovered just out of arm’s reach, her eyes wide as she watched his every move. He looked around the room and noticed the bodies of Brecc’s Talent-crafters had been removed. Some of the furniture was damaged but otherwise everything seemed normal and fixed back into place.

As he stared over the changed scene, his mind reeling from the events that had taken place, he didn’t see the girl slowly inching forward again until a smooth hand slid onto his shoulder and pressed gently, encouraging him to lie back down. Her dark brown eyes were wide on him, and she looked terrified, but she pressed again. “You must rest, Your Majesty,” she whispered.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “How long have I been here like this? Where is Elion?”

Although the girl started at his demands, she quickly straightened her shoulders and spoke louder. “Elion is being treated. It's only been a few hours. The bond would have mellowed by now, so it would be less painful.”

Malloron grabbed her arm quickly. “You know about the one-way bond? How it works?”

The girl's eyes widened to frightening proportions and she struggled to get out of his grip before realizing he held on too tight. “N-n-no…,” she stuttered. “Everyone knows that the bond mellows after a few hours, every bond does. It's always intense at first.”

Yes, that was right. Newly created bonds eventually mellowed into a more manageable experience, which had to be the only reason why he was able to think. That and whatever she had put on his head. But neither would last.

Malloron glanced around the room again. “Where is Elion being treated?”

She pointed toward the bedroom, but as Malloron made efforts to get up she placed a hand on his shoulder again. “You will likely be dizzy for a while, Your Majesty,” she insisted. “Please lie down. Let me treat you.”

Malloron stilled. “How do you intend to treat me?”

The girl lifted the bowl she was holding. “This potion helps to minimize internal head trauma,” she explained. “I'm hoping that it will help you to deal with the effects of the bond.”

“Unless you are a trained Talent-crafter from Eiros Castle, nothing you mix will be of any standard worth trying on me,” Malloron almost snarled. But when he tried to get up, the dizziness that gripped him rendered him still.

“Please rest,” the girl urged. “The potion needs time to seep into your skin.”

“I don't have time,” Malloron responded through gritted teeth. “I need—I need to—”

As he struggled to speak, the girl brushed more of the substance onto his temples. The potent herby, spicy smell of it filled his nose and he recognized the sophisticated complexity in the layering of the various scents. He looked at the girl, his gaze quizzical. “Did you make this?”

She nodded as she quickly dabbed more substance along his hairline, almost as though she felt he would move soon. “I'm sure if you rest you will feel much better, Your Majesty.”

“I cannot stay here,” Malloron insisted. He let her go and tried to swing his legs down off the table. Brecc had Amara and he needed to get her back, not only for her safety, but also his survival.

“Yes, but—”

“It's all right, Shaya.” A new voice sounded from the door.

Malloron lifted his head to see Elion's future wife entering the room.

“It won't take affect if he doesn't rest,” the girl insisted. “I don't have the ingredients to make a potion that will work quicker.”

Elion's betrothed placed a hand the girl’s shoulder and smiled. “You did the best you could with what you had,” she assured. “But the king is concerned about other matters at the moment.”

The girl clutched her bowl to her stomach as Elion’s woman pulled her to one side and spoke to her quietly. Malloron watched them both carefully. Why were they helping him? How much did either of them know, and what were their intentions? Surely they weren’t loyal to him—Elion hadn’t been. Finally, the girl left the room and Elion’s future wife turned to him calmly, her shoulders squared, her hands clasped before her. Malloron suddenly realized something. He glanced around and leaned back to peer out of a window that gave a view to the back garden.

He rarely visited this house and yet he had actually been here recently.

Turning back to Elion’s woman, he watched her with a new suspicion. She was as he remembered; dressed in a gown and jewelry almost fit for royalty with deep cinnamon-brown skin, and rich red curly hair piled on top of her head. “Did you target him?” he asked calmly.

She stilled. “What do you mean, Your Majesty?”

“Did you target my brother for some kind of mission?”

When she continued to look at him blankly, he leaned forward, growling. “For what purpose are you marrying him? You are an Omega, yes? You do not love him. You are doing this for your Mothers. What is the fucking purpose? Does it have anything to do with me or the royal crown?”

The woman’s face slacked and she swallowed as he pushed himself onto his feet. Malloron tried to avoid wincing at the jolt of pain that shuddered around his mind as soon as his feet hit the ground.

“I arrived here a while ago in pursuit of my Omega and I found her out there.” He pointed to the back garden. “And at that time I didn't even realize that I had come to my own brother’s house—usually I think of him as being in Khayola not DarFara. Elion wouldn’t have been a reason for Amara to come here. She came here for you.”

The woman said nothing. Her expression tightened, and her body tensed, but she gave nothing else away as she watched him closely. She seemed to be preparing to bolt if the opportunity arose, but Malloron was relying on the fact that she had built a life in this country and one with Elion. She would not be able to disappear easily. “Explain yourself,” he demanded.

The women hesitated for a moment before speaking. “You are in no condition to be questioning me, Your Majesty.”

“I am king,” Malloron said sharply. “And I want to know your purpose here.”

The woman held his gaze. “It has nothing to do with you.”

“So you admit that you are here under false pretenses? How well do you know Amara?”

“Please lie back down,” the woman insisted, gesturing to the table. “It will be worse if you are too active. It will cause the deterioration to quicken.”

Malloron’s gaze sharpened. “Tell me what you know about this kind of bond.”

The woman held his eyes but did not say anything; she didn’t even move. If she was an Omega, she would definitely be aware of the damaging effects of the one-way bond if it happened the wrong way. Amara had, Cailyn had, so it seemed to be something the Omega Mothers had been keen to tell the Omegas about.

“Tell me,” Malloron demanded. “Or I will tell my brother that your presence here is a lie.”

“You’re going to tell him that anyway,” the woman shot back at him.

“I owe him nothing,” Malloron spat. “I don’t give a shit what you’re doing here as long as it has nothing to do with me, Eiros, my rule, or my Omega. I don’t have to tell him anything, but I will if you don’t tell me everything you know.” He pointed in the direction the girl had disappeared in. “How is it that you are able to make a potion that minimizes the effect on my brain? Clearly you have experience with this before. Tell me.”

The woman took a breath and sighed heavily. “I will tell you. But please lie back down.”

When Malloron didn’t move, she shook her head and clicked her teeth. “At least sit, Your Majesty,” she said gesturing to the table.

“Why do you care?” Malloron shot at her. “It doesn’t matter whether I stand or sit.”

The woman’s eyes hardened and she shook her head. “It is typical that one of the strongest Omegas I know had to fall for the most stubborn and arrogant Alpha in the known Lands,” she muttered, as she moved to sit on the couch slightly behind her.

Malloron’s breath hitched. Not only was this woman an Omega, but she seemed to be implying she had a history with Amara and knew her personally. At least she thought she did; Amara certainly hadn’t fallen for him. Still, he inched back to the table and sat down on it. The pressure in his mind lightened even further until it was almost as though it wasn’t there. How was that possible? He kept his eyes on the woman, waiting for her to explain. “What is your name?”

“Kyus.”

“How long have you been with my brother?”

Kyus leveled him with a stare. “I can tell you what I know about the bond or I can tell you about what I’m doing here. Not both.”

Malloron narrowed his eyes at her. He could demand information from her about both if he wanted, but in all truth, he only really cared about one of them. His brother could deal with his own messes from now on—if he still lived after today. “Tell me about the bond.”

“I have only dealt with it once,” the woman began. “I worked as a medic among some of the small villages in El Yareth quite a few years ago. It was with an older Alpha who didn't realize he was biting an Omega—he thought she was a Beta and did it without her consent.”

“What happened?”

“I examined him quite closely and got him to explain to me everything he was feeling, since it was the only time that I had ever witnessed this happening. He said at first there was a painful pressure around his mind that was squeezing in on his brain, causing him to lose concentration and focus, even making him unable to move his limbs. Then, it mellowed out once the bond settled, but he suffered an enhanced experience of the Omega’s emotions. As the days went on, the Omega’s emotions increased in his mind until he couldn’t bear it. I tried to ease it with potions, spells, and healing magic, and some of them did help, but eventually the pressure became too much for him. Near the end, he also reported feeling the bond in his chest, but that was a much milder experience than what he felt in his mind.”

“Where was the Omega during all of this?”

“She had left the village. She never intended to be paired with him, but he wouldn’t accept no as an answer. So when he tried to force the bond, she felt regretful over his circumstance, but she firmly believed he was to blame for it and she would not sacrifice her freedom to help him.”

Malloron clenched his jaw. There was no way he was going to allow his Omega to have that kind of disrespectful attitude. “How long did he last?”

“A week,” the Omega said solemnly. “But only half of that was with all of his senses intact. I suspect if the Omega had been with him, he may have lasted longer.”

Malloron exhaled harshly. He only had a few days. “That potion your servant used on me,” he began. “How long will that last?”

“It may extend your ability to be coherent for a few days,” Kyus said. “It will limit both the pain and the emotions you feel from your Omega, making you more comfortable, but ultimately it will not stop the final result.”

So he needed to find Amara and force her to bite him back. He needed a plan.

“I can assure you that if you rest for an hour, you will be able to think clearer,” the woman said softly, after a long moment of silence. “And then you can decide what you want to do. Nothing will happen to you while you rest.”

Malloron eyed her. “Why are you helping?”

The woman shrugged. “The Western Lands benefits with you as king.”

That was a surprising answer. It was strange that this Omega thought so differently from Amara. “In what way?”

Kyus held his gaze. “Your primary concern is about yourself and your rule. There are indeed negatives to that, but also positives. It allows a certain amount of autonomy and self-regulation for the people in the Lands when its rulers are not paying attention.”

Malloron nodded slowly, though he was unsure how positive that was. He pushed himself back on the table, preparing to rest for a little while in the hope that he would be able to think clearer within the hour. “I need my assistant,” he said to her and he lay back. “Send for him from the castle.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

AMARA

 

Her cell was cold and damp, with only one flickering broken lamp swinging from the ceiling. A sour, stale odor filled the air, but she was unable to determine the origin because she could barely see into the corners of the room. There were no windows and no indication of where she was.

Brecc used the Ancient Tongue to force her into a large building, down into the cell, and then locked her in. But she had no idea where she was. 

When she had been transported out of the castle to where Malloron had bitten her, she’d had no idea where she was being taken to—she’d been unable to see anything; no landmarks, no buildings, nothing that would give her an idea where in the Western Lands she was, and she still had no idea.

She kicked and struggled in resistance while drifting into the cell, but after being unbound and left alone, she kept as quiet as she could. She didn't want to give Brecc any excuse to enter and fulfill his promise to rape her. It was bad enough knowing that it was what he planned; she didn’t need to invite it. Her main priority was to find a way out of there.

But after examining every inch of her cell, and finding nothing but stone brick and a completely enclosed and secure space, Amara paced the length of it to determine its size. At eight feet wide, it was almost too large for a single prisoner, and Amara suspected others would be tossed in with her eventually, but that thought did not appease her. She had to use magic to get out.

She knew she was stronger than any of Brecc’s Talent-crafters—all Omegas were. They were all taught to use the Talent in a way that was more powerful than Talent-crafters in any of the Lands. However, most of their training involved learning how to avoid conflict or escape—certainly not to fight multiple Talent-crafters at once. Amara had managed to fight off Brecc’s previous Talent-crafters because she was using the tenebris and could see magical energy. She had no idea if she could do the same now that her vision had returned, but she could try.

Standing with her back against the cold, stone brick wall, Amara sent her awareness out to connect with magic. Her heart dropped when she realized she couldn't detect any in the vicinity, certainly not within her cell, and she couldn't feel anything past the surrounding walls, which was impossible. Magic existed everywhere, which meant Brecc had cast some kind of spell so the cell blocked it out. She suddenly realized that the wild magic that had surrounded her in the carriage had disappeared.

She exhaled in frustration. Brecc had likely purposefully prepared this cell for her based on Malloron’s grandfather’s research, knowing of her magical skill. She clenched her fists in annoyance—he had clearly planned well, but he couldn’t know everything. She stilled. Would he know how she viewed magic through the tenebris? Malloron insisted that her experience with the tenebris was unique, that his grandfather hadn’t experienced the same thing with his Omega test subject. Hopefully that would mean they wouldn't be able to anticipate her using magic in that way.

Amara closed her eyes and tried to visualize magic as she had seen it through the tenebris, but she couldn't quite visualize it exactly as she remembered it. The magic that had entranced her when she was unable to use her eyes had moved in a very specific and unique way. Each unique vibration almost danced, in both complete harmony and total discord with the other energies of magic that it shared space with and yet was never out of place or out of sync with each other. Its beauty had been so free, so natural; it was difficult to imagine it in such a dark and desperate place as her current surroundings, but she had to try. 

She had no idea how long she was in the cell for, but it seemed like she spent hours focusing on this one task, and soon she dropped to her knees from the mental exhaustion.

Unfortunately that was when the door opened.

Brecc entered the room slowly and stopped just inside the door, ensuring to lock it behind him. His neck had been redressed with a new bandage, but blood still saturated the dressing. His cold eyes ran over her as she crouched against the opposite wall.

For a moment, all was still except the swinging lamp that cast sharp shadows across Brecc’s face. Then he spoke, murmuring something she didn’t quite catch.

A sudden drowsiness fell over Amara and she slumped onto one hip and then dropped onto her side. Shocked, she tried to push herself up, but her limbs were too heavy and a deep sleep beckoned. Brecc’s eyes glittered as a delight spread across his face and she suddenly realized how much she was at risk.

Panic gripped her as Brecc stepped forward. She could only see his boots from where she lay, and even then her eyelids were desperate to close. She watched him step closer and closer, and her panic jumped in intensity with each heavy thud.

Brecc crouched down and his smug face came into view. “You know,” he gurgled disgustingly, as his eyes traveled down her body, “I may be open to keeping you alive if you satisfy my needs. It wouldn’t hurt to have you as a weapon to protect my interests, and a moist hole to keep me from needing Malloron’s chambers.”

Amara tightened her mouth and pushed all her energy into responding to him as fiercely as she could. “Fuck you.”

Brecc’s eyes darkened and, reaching forward sharply, he grabbed her breast. “You will,” he sneered. She winced as he kneaded her hard. “Multiple times, if I feel like gifting you.” His hand moved down to her thigh, squeezing as he edged it under her tunic. “Do you know what I like the most about Malloron’s chambers?” He pushed his fingers into her panties, and Amara tried to recoil from him but her body wasn’t responding. “The ones who fight,” Brecc sneered. “The ones who are frightened and try to get away. The ones that howl in pain the whole time and continue to fight because they think it’s still possible to get free. And that defeat in their eyes when they realize it’s not possible? Makes me hard.” On his last word, he shoved his fingers into her and she screeched at the pain that shot up through her. Brecc chuckled, but something was changing in the air. Desperately pulling on whatever she could, the revolving magic that usually surrounded her when she was distressed suddenly burst into existence, slicing Brecc’s arm.

The duke jumped back, yanking his hand out of her and howled, cradling his arm.

Amara’s eyes widened as blood spattered to the floor and Brecc yelled a series of curses as he bent over, his face contorted. Eventually, he straightened, glaring at her and cursing as he watched the magic swirling around her, protecting her. She held his gaze, relieved that he couldn’t get to her, but confused at the magic’s existence in the cell. Whatever this magic was, it was clearly powerful and not something Malloron’s grandfather had discovered or taken into account. Thankfully, it was dangerous enough to protect her. She just needed to ensure it remained strong, but was highly aware that it hadn’t ever been something she could control.

“You may be protected now,” Brecc snarled, spittle spraying from his mouth, “but it won’t last when you sleep.” He leaned forward. “And when you do, you will wake to me ripping you apart from the inside out.”

 

***

“What are you?”

The rough, rugged voice penetrated Amara's drowsiness. She groaned, curling into a tight ball, wincing from the lingering soreness from Brec’s rough treatment, but when the sour stench around her registered, she forced herself awake. Pushing herself upright, she peered over to the door of her cell.

A large, wide figure stood in front of the door. From its size and shape, it was most definitely not Brecc, but the lamp that hung in the middle of the ceiling was now still, and the man was mostly swathed in darkness. “What are you?”

Amara didn't recognize his voice, but he sounded like he was older. She leaned against the wall behind her, slightly shivering. The coldness of the stone floor had seeped into her bones and she wrapped her arms around her knees, trying to capture as much warmth as possible, but her eyes never left the figure. “Who are you?”

“I am asking the questions,” the man said bluntly. “I want to know what you are.”

“You should know that,” Amara snapped. “You are holding me prisoner here. Don't you know what you have imprisoned?”

“All I know,” the man shot back, “is that you are supposed to be the one who destroyed Brecc's house. You are supposed to be some kind of magical weapon that is dangerous to the entire Western Lands.” He swayed and took one step forward, his boot clunking down and echoing in Amara's ears. “But what I see is a young woman who looks as though she has been drugged. If you want my help, you will tell me what you are.”

Amara glared at him, though her shaking increased. “I never asked for your help, and I doubt you have any say. Brecc is the one who is in charge of this whole situation.”

The man's head tilted, and even though his face was shadowed, Amara could feel his eyes scanning her. “This situation is bigger than you. It concerns the entire Western Lands. If Brecc was in charge, I wouldn't be in here at all.”

Curiosity trickled into Amara. “Who are you?”

“Tell me what you are first.”

Amara's mouth tightened and she pulled her knees closer to her chin. When the silence stretched too long, the man let out something between a sigh and a growl. “Give me an answer, girl,” he said, exasperated. “I may be able to help you.”

“You will not,” Amara confirmed.

“Brecc is determined to fuck you,” the man said harshly. “He’s been spewing about it for the last few hours. The only reason why he isn’t in here now is because of his injuries. Is that what you want?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because that is not my priority about this whole situation,” the man said sharply. “I want to know if you are a weapon created by King Malloron and if so, I want to know what you can do and what he has instructed you to do with regards to the Western Lands. I don't give a shit about Brecc fucking some young girl, but I will not accommodate such an activity when there are more important things that need consideration.”

Instantly a number of things clicked into place.

She hadn’t wanted to reveal that she was an Omega, but this man was concerned about something more. He mentioned a couple of times about her being a weapon—something that Malloron could have created. That meant he didn't know anything about the tenebris or how it worked, and yet had probably heard about her abilities… most likely that she destroyed Brecc's house. If this man thought of himself as being on equal footing with Brecc, he was probably one of the other rulers.

All of these things gave her options, but if she said the wrong thing, her situation could get even worse than it was now. This was the chance to demonstrate that she had the skills needed to negotiate. Regardless of how poorly Malloron thought about her understanding of the Western Lands, she had undertaken research before she arrived, and had continued to collect information from Omegas who were more knowledgeable of the workings of the Lands. She didn’t believe that the people of the Western Lands couldn't change their behavior, like Malloron did. It was possible, but only if somebody tried by offering honesty and truth. It was a risk, but maybe it didn't have to be.

She peered up at the man, examining his figure more closely. This man was clearly an Alpha. Based on her research, there were five rulers who were Alphas other than Malloron. The only ones who would be concerned about the threat of a ruling power were Duke Valinor or Duke Airey, and neither had a definable accent like some of the other rulers.

“What is your connection to Malloron?” he repeated. Whoever the man was, he was clearly becoming impatient.

“I'm not his weapon.”

“Then what are you?”

Amara straightened her back, keeping her eyes on the man before her. Both dukes held similar physiques, but Valinor was the one who controlled the wealthiest territory after Eiros, and he was the one who would have the most to lose if the balance of power changed. She had to take the risk. “I am his queen.”

The man inhaled sharply. “The queen that died?”

“No. I am his new queen. He considers me to be his true queen.”

The man was silent for a long moment. “He never announced it.” He shifted on his feet, and his heavy cloak swayed around his body. “Did he instruct you to destroy Brecc's house?”

“No.”

“Then why did you?”

“I was attacked when I went to examine the magical force on the outskirts of Eiros,” Amara explained. “When I fell from the sky, I woke up tied and bound inside a room that I did not recognize. I didn’t know I was in Brecc's manor, but the men inside handled me roughly and then attacked me with the Talent when I tried to resist. It wasn't my intention to destroy the entire house, but I was protecting myself.”

“Why are you so powerful? Did Malloron make you that way to strengthen his rule?”

Amara hesitated before answering, but she had already committed to taking the risk. “Yes,” she said, as earnestly as she could. “But he did it without my full understanding of why he was doing it.”

“How?”

Amara shook her head. “I cannot tell you that.”

“Is that why you attacked him above Norryth Sea?”

“Partly.”

The man's fist clenched. “If he has the capability to make someone as powerful as you have shown yourself to be, then the rest of the Western Lands need to know and protect themselves,” the man said irritably. “These Lands exist as they have through the balance of power held by each of the territories. If one territory becomes more powerful than the rest, it will cause a civil war.”

“Isn't that what you're doing now with Brecc?” Amara shot back at him. “If Malloron is removed from power do you think the citizens will feel secure that the most powerful Talent-crafter in the known Lands, who is also royalty, has been eliminated?”

“He is a threat! The people know that.”

“You underestimate the comfort of familiarity. The royal family have been in existence since these Lands began, and whether the citizens like him or not, the throne has been somewhat of a regulatory force. Without it, you risk severe unrest, perhaps even chaos.” She shook her head. “Besides, do you think Brecc will not want more and more power once Malloron is out of the way?”

“I can deal with Brecc.”

“Can you?” Amara squinted her eyes, searching for his as she stared up at him. “Did you have any reservations about the magical power that he created? And did you share those reservations with him?”

The man hesitated.

“And yet he did it anyway,” Amara confirmed. “Do you even know how he managed to get the kind of knowledge to create something like that? What if he used that secret knowledge to remove you from your country? If he cannot share how he is doing any of this, you are leading him straight to the ruling seat.”

“He, of all people, will not be leading the Western Lands,” the man boomed.

“How will you stop him?” Amara snapped. “He is using magic he has no understanding of and you have not been able to stop him so far, Duke Valinor.”

The man jerked in surprise, but she continued on.

“What if that energy he created had destroyed Eiros?” Her gaze on him hardened. “Magic can be fierce, and powerful, and uncontrollable. Used by the wrong person it can destroy entire sections of land. There is a land the size of a country, larger than some countries, in the Eastern Lands that is a wasteland. Wild, brutal magic scorched the land and the sky. Nobody can survive there; nobody can even breathe the air. That is what magic is capable of.”

Duke Valinor said nothing for a long moment, but his body was still. “I've heard of the Wastelands,” he said finally. “Did magic cause that or is it a natural phenomenon?”

“Magic is natural,” Amara pointed out. “But whether someone made a mistake or whether the magic naturally damaged the land, it doesn't matter. It was still magic that did it.”

Valinor turned sharply, his hands pressed against his waist as he stepped slowly over to one side of the cell. “Are you saying that it is better to ignore King Malloron’s indiscretions because he’s the better option? Because he's not. Just because he has a better understanding of magic, doesn't mean that he has the integrity to hold up his agreements with the rest of us. He has already adapted most of our negotiations so that he benefits more than we do. He doesn't give a shit if the rest of the countries are poor, while he makes Eiros the richest in the entire Western Lands. It cannot be allowed to happen.”

“It has already happened,” Amara said. “He has control over the most important merchants across the entire Western Lands. He can take control of your most precious cargo right now if he chooses to, and there isn't anything anyone can do about it.”

Valinor turned to her and cursed long and loud, his deep voice echoing around the cell.

Amara watched him closely. “Tell me. Has he ever lied to you in an agreement?”

“Not directly,” Valinor said as he began to pace. “But he has twisted the truth and left out details. But the way I see it, he might as well have lied.”

Amara nodded. “And you do the same to him, I assume.”

Valinor stopped abruptly, throwing her a sharp look. “It is the way business is done here.”

“Then how can you blame him for something you do yourself?” Amara said bitterly.

“Because it is different when we are on an equal footing of some degree,” Valinor argued. “But when one ruler has all the power, that person has no obligation to do business the way we have been doing it for years. And that is why the Western Lands has always rejected the idea of one ruler.”

“And yet you are supporting Brecc? Surely you can see that is exactly what he wants for himself?”

Valinor stepped forward under the lamp and suddenly the hulking black figure in her cell had a face. The light cut angled shadows over his eyes and his nose, making him look sinister and strange. “The only reason why Brecc has my support is because he wants to remove King Malloron as a threat. He doesn't want to become ruler, even if it seems that way.”

“Then why hasn't he told you everything he is doing?” Amara shot back at him. “Why don't you ask him to tell you everything about what happened over the last day or so? Ask him how he obtained me. Ask him how he created the magical force. Ask him what he intends to do with Eiros once Malloron is gone.” She leaned forward slightly, determination burning through her as she stared at the Alpha before her. “And ask yourself what you will tell your people once you have helped put someone like Brecc in the position to destroy us all.”

 

***

Amara paced for what felt like an hour after Valinor left, her mind switching between wondering if she got through to him and worrying about Malloron.

The possibility of him not surviving suddenly seemed very real. There were times sharp stabs of anger prickled on the edge of her mind that seemed to come out of nowhere, and she was unsure whether it was the one-way connection with him, or her own anger at herself for not listening to him about Brecc. Malloron's decision to bite her still infuriated her, but Brecc’s ability to control her so completely with the Ancient Tongue, absolutely terrified her. She couldn't deny that Malloron had cause to try to protect her in that way, and even if he had been trying to control her, Brecc could actually do so. And that was worse.

As time went on, she huddled against the wall attempting to sleep but also trying to keep a keen eye on the door for Brecc’s entrance. Surely the injury on his neck was serious enough to stop him from coming back in here for the next few days, but she couldn't even tell how fast time was passing in this place. Over the hours that passed, the prickles on the edge of her mind fluctuated, and she knew it was Malloron. Whether he was suffering or whether the bond between them was stable, she couldn't tell. But it did tell her that he was alive at least, and for that she was grateful.

In between cycles of short dozes, she paced around the walls of the cell, trying to keep her body and mind active, and eventually noticed that the tremble grew stronger when she passed the door. Pausing by it, she placed a hand on it, and on impulse, closed her eyes and focused on the magic. At the edges of her senses, she detected magic drifting beyond the door, but she wasn't able to connect with it—the feeling was too faint.

She closed her eyes and tried again to visualize the magic. Surely if she could feel it so close with her usual ability, she could access it with the tenebris. She pressed herself up against the door, pressing her cheek against the rough wood, then slowed her breathing.

In her mind's eye, magical vibrations slowly formed to show her an image of the cell around her. She held her breath, focusing as firmly as she could, until the entire room and its walls were visible as magic.

The only problem was, it was not vibrant and colorful or moving the way it should. The magic seemed dead or completely disarmed; it existed in varying tones of gray and was still and quiet, unlike anything she had seen before. It had to be the spell around the room that kept her from fully accessing it.

Amara turned her attention to the door and could see that the colorful vibrant magic that she was familiar with was seeping in around it, but quickly deadening as soon as it passed into the room. Cautiously, she called to it.

The magic slowly turned its attention to her, but not all of the vibrations did. She instructed the ones that sensed her to press against the other side of the door, and then slowly, she began weaving together a portal.

Since it was on the other side of the door it would be impossible to use it to escape, but maybe she could use it to communicate.

It was gradual and steady work. The magic sometimes slipped from her attention, and drifted away, causing her to have to start again with new magical strands that she managed to catch onto. But the more she was able to focus and weave them into an instruction, the firmer the portal became. Since she couldn’t pull the magic into her own mind, she spent a significant amount of time visualizing who she wanted to speak to, then pulled magic from the portal to aid her.

“Amara?” Mother Orlee's voice sounded as though it was far away. “Amara, is that you?”

“Yes, Mother,” Amara said, relieved she could hear her even if she couldn’t see her.

“Identity check.”

A thrill ran through Amara. “Vic-cay-am-sixteen-honeyguide-oh-eight-thirty-oh-four.”

Mother Orlee breathed a sigh of relief. “Amara, what is going on in your Land? We've heard so many rumors about things happening there—all of the Omegas in the castle have been telling us different stories. Is Eiros under attack?”

“I'm not in Eiros,” Amara said. “And when I was, I never had access to some parts of the castle or the rest of the country.”

Mother Orlee was quiet for a moment. “What is he doing to you?”

“He did what he had to,” Amara said, somewhat defensively. “But it may not have been enough to protect his territory. In fact, he might be…” Amara didn't know how to finish that sentence. If Malloron did truly die… A strange mournful sensation twisted up in her stomach. She didn't want him to die.

“Amara? Are you still there?”

“Duke Brecc has access to old, powerful, magic,” she explained. “And he's used it to take control of me.”

“Take control of you? How?”

“I cannot explain it all right now, but he needs to be stopped.”

“But Duke Brecc was never on our list of concerns,” Mother Orlee said, somewhat frustrated. “You never mentioned him once in any of your reports. None of you did. We are focusing on the children now.”

“What about the children?” Amara asked quickly. “Are you getting them out?”

“Yes. Based on your descriptions of the chamber, your team was able to locate the magic that runs along the walls. It is highly sophisticated, so we have had to examine it extensively before deciding what to do.”

“And what are you going to do?”

“We might have to remove the entire chamber with them in it. But if we can disconnect them, that is preferable.”

“And that won’t hurt them?”

“The magic doesn’t seem to be connecting to them in any deep way that we think will cause them damage if removed,” Mother Orlee explained. “We think it’s being used more as a conduit, but we can’t tell what for.”

Amara's breath caught in her throat as conflicting emotions battled for dominance within her. While she was relieved and grateful that the Mothers were moving forward to try to complete her original mission, and had conducted their own examination, what if it wasn’t enough? Malloron’s vague response was that the tenebris was not made of their souls, but it still came from them. What if what the Mothers did made it worse? What if removing the children did something to Malloron? Or her? Now that she was holding the tenebris, would there be a significant risk to her if they were relocated?

“When?” she asked. “When do you intend to do this?”

“As quickly as possible,” Mother Orlee replied, “but with these conflicting reports, we’re struggling to make solid plans.”

“Mother,” Amara began hesitantly, “King Malloron's family have old traditions that are steeped heavily in the Ancient Tongue and experiments with decades of magic. You have to be very careful what you do with the children.”

Mother Orlee was quiet for a moment. “Do you know something that could help us?”

“I don't know enough,” Amara admitted. “All I can tell you is that there is energy being taken from them somehow that cannot be disrupted without consequence. It's important to understand what is happening to them before you try anything.”

Mother Orlee sighed, her frustration clear. “We have been unable to examine the chamber properly, Amara. There is only so much we can do from a distance. We have to get them here so we can find out exactly how to treat and protect them without—”

Mother Orlee's voice began to deteriorate.

“Mother?” Amara asked, trying not to panic. She had barely gotten any of the information she wanted. “Mother, can you hear me?”

“Amara, the connection is fading. We have to be quick. I will see if your team can help you with Brecc, but I'm not sure who they can spare, and I'm not sure how long it will take them to get there.”

“I don't think I'm in Norryth,” Amara said quickly. “But tell me when you are going to take the children? I need to know.”

“Our current plan is to take them within the next month,” Mother Orlee said. “But I will discuss with the other Mothers and we will try and formulate a plan that ensures…” Orlee continued talking, but Amara was only able to hear muffled sounds until finally the connection flickered and faded.

Amara leaned forward, bracing herself with her hands on her knees as she breathed heavily. The Mothers were taking the children! A gleeful joy skipped across her nerves. She should have known they wouldn't have abandoned them, and she was so glad to hear that her team was still operational. Whether or not they would be able to help her get out of the situation she was in, she didn't know and she wasn’t sure it mattered now.

Amara made her way back to the wall opposite the door and slid down to sit with her back against the wall, her arms hugging her knees. The news that the children would be taken lifted a weight off her and suddenly made it easier to breathe. She may have failed, but the Mothers were not letting her failure affect the children.

She rested her head on her knees and rocked, trying to get warm. The chill in her bones made every part of her tremble. She hadn’t eaten in hours and a dull pain gnawed in her stomach. She closed her eyes trying to imagine herself somewhere else, but no matter what she did, Malloron was the only thought that settled her. Those moments when he had so roughly claimed her, when he had claimed she was his queen, when he bound her and twisted her body in any way he pleased, when his hands and mouth worshiped every inch of her body… the memories of when she was with him comforted her more than she expected and she actually found herself relaxing.

She abruptly sat up, somewhat shocked at her thoughts. Was it the bond making her feel this way? She searched within her, but the bond wasn’t even inside her yet—it had only been made one way. All she felt from it was pricklings of emotions that lingered just out of reach. Amara moved to sit in a cross-legged position, an uncomfortable realization emerging. She loved being with Malloron. All those moments that she fought to escape from him, all those suspicions of his intentions, they seemed to fade into the background of her memory, dominated by the pleasure of being with him the way an Omega was destined to be with her Alpha.

Agitated, Amara got to her feet and began pacing around the room again.

Had she been trying to find excuses for the way she felt? The tenebris, the poisoned food, the bond… Had she been putting the blame everywhere except where it really belonged? Her body had accepted long ago that Malloron ruled it, but the concern for him and the comfort she was taking in memories of him… she shouldn’t be feeling that way. And she had to admit, the despair about his potential death shook her harder than any of the happier, more elated joy of being in his arms, even though they were as powerful. What if she had feelings for Malloron? And if she did, then what if he wasn't wrong about being her Alpha?

She continued to stalk up and down in the darkened cell, her thoughts revolving as quickly and as jumbled as her emotions. The problem was, even as her Alpha, she could not agree with the way he treated others; the restrained, the children, his siblings… it wasn't just about vengeance or power, it was about him understanding that all life had value and no one person had the right to dictate what value it had, no matter how royal their blood.

Amara thought she could persuade him of this after hearing about his siblings but the news about the children had convinced her it was impossible. And yet…

She slowed her pacing.

If the children were safely taken by the Mothers, the source of contention between her and Malloron would be removed. The children had been at the heart of everything. They were the reason why she was even in the Western Lands in the first place, and why she’d made her first and second agreements with him. If they were removed, surely things would be easier? Of course, she would have to address the fact that she didn't bite him back, and that he was an arrogant, and sometimes insufferable, Alpha. But she could no longer deny there was part of her that liked that. He knew who he was, and he knew what he wanted. Anything he wanted to happen, he made happen, and he wanted her to be his queen.

Aware the dark coldness was beginning to make her shiver uncontrollably, Amara increased the speed of her steps and hugged herself tighter as she thought, hoping to warm up. 

If the children were taken by the Mothers, and they were safe, what would be her purpose in the Western Lands? She didn’t really have an answer. Her mission would be complete, and then it wouldn’t matter what Brecc did to her—it didn’t matter if she died or if she suffered. She had always been prepared to do so for both her team and the children. The only reason to continue was Malloron. It was unlikely he would stop pursuing her until he got her back, even if he died trying, but did she want to be back with him?

Amara stopped pacing again and focused inward, truly examining how she felt about Malloron, pushing away all the distaste about the children, all anger about his attitude, and the disgust with the way in which he saw the world. She just let herself feel. 

A deep agony lurched through her that she had left him in such a vulnerable position. He would never have done that to her, she just knew it. No matter what he did to her, there were always some things that were consistent; he wanted her alive and with him, her gaze on him all the time. Tears stung her eyes, but she forced herself to be honest. That raw part of her, deep down in her core—the one that constantly annoyed her—craved to be back with him. She wanted him. That’s why she’d been so upset about the children, that’s why she’d even been defensive to Mother Orlee. There was something that felt right about being with him, and if the children were no longer on her conscience, could she truly allow herself to be? Something told her she could, and she held onto a trickle of hope that it was right. Because if Malloron came to get her, she saw no reason not to return the bite if the Mothers helped the children. And then she could see if it were possible to build what she hoped was possible between them—a true Alpha/Omega connection.

She went back to the wall and lowered to the floor, her head pounding from the thoughts revolving in her mind. She wasn't sure how long she'd been captive and she hadn't eaten or slept properly since she arrived. It was possible that Brecc was trying to ensure she had no energy to fight him the next time he came in. She could only hope that her team or Malloron intervened before that happened.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

MALLORON

 

"I see nothing wrong with you," shinno Kardos said irritably. He stood in the center of Elion’s living area facing Malloron, who sat on the table. "Where am I? Why have you summoned me?" The shinno leveled Malloron with a grim glare. "I dislike being summoned."

Malloron did not respond to him straight away. He clasped his hands together and met Kardos' gaze, serious and firm. No smile, no charm, no attempt to appease like he normally would. "You were not summoned. You were asked to come and I'm grateful that you did. Thank you."

Kardos' face twisted in surprise but his shoulders relaxed a little. He moved to stand opposite Malloron who was sitting on the table, leaving the two warriors he’d arrived with standing where the portal had opened.

On one side of the room, Emric stood calm and confident, but Malloron could tell he was nervous by the way his weight slightly shifted from one foot to another as he glanced between Kardos and Malloron.

"Now I am intrigued," Kardos said, keeping his eyes on Malloron. "Why have you asked me here?"

"I need your help," Malloron said bluntly. "I need the warriors you promised me. Now."

 "I am happy to give them to you," the shinno responded. "You know what the price is. Three hundred restrained and an Omega as payment for the slight to my tribe."

"You will have that," Malloron said. "But I cannot wait to do the exchange, I need the army immediately."

"You expect me to give you the warriors now and simply take you at your word that you will keep to our arrangement?” shinno Kardos said, somewhat incredulously. "The man who does not believe in honor? The man who twists agreements to suit himself?" His chuckle was low. "Your reputation precedes you, King Malloron. I've been warned by almost everybody not to give you anything until I have what I am owed."

"I have no time for this shit," Malloron snapped as a wave of pain ricocheted at the back of his head. "You will get what you are owed, shinno, I give you my word. In fact, I stake my entire kingdom on this agreement. If I fail to provide you with the three hundred restrained and an Omega, you will be the new ruler of Eiros."

Kardos stiffened and blinked. Emric’s calm exterior fell away and he stared at Malloron, horror etched into his face, his mouth dropped open.

"Time is of the essence. I need to use that army now," Malloron demanded.

Kardos shook his head. "They cannot just be sent into battle immediately. They know nothing of this Land and even less of you as a commander or leader. It takes planning and strategy and training. Do you have a plan?"

"No," Malloron said stiffly. "I need your help with that also."

The shinno's head lifted slowly as he viewed Malloron through narrow eyes. “You are at war?”

"You could say that."

The shinno barked out harsh words in his language and turned away. "You sent word that your territory had regained peace," he shot at Malloron as he spun back around. "I never would have come if I had known that was not the case."

“The unrest you were referring to at that time did end. This is a different one.”

The shinno pointed at him, snarling. “And that is what I have been warned of. Twisted truths and lies.”

"You’re already here," Malloron said sharply. "There is no point in arguing about that now. The fact is, the other rulers in this land have taken my Omega."

The shinno stilled and his jaw hardened. "That is indeed a grave offense," he said, his voice lowering to a growl. "But perhaps this is Vekrulei.”

When Malloron looked at him blankly, he shrugged. “I do not know the word in the common tongue, but it is when you receive a gift of the same kind for an action you have taken.” He gave Malloron a pointed look. “You took an Omega once, did you not?”

Anger burst through Malloron’s entire body. “That is of no consequence!”

“Clearly it Is,” the shinno said nonchalantly. “Vekrulei cannot be prevented by any man. You should have taken better steps to protect her."

"I had just bitten her when they took her," Malloron snarled. “And she had not yet bitten me back.”

It took a moment for the implication to register on the shinno's face. "You have a distorted one-way bond?" he asked, his eyes widening in shock. "What possessed you to take such a risk?"

"I did it to protect her," Malloron boomed. "I don’t regret it but I need her back, immediately. And I need my enemies to know not to fuck with me ever again. I will destroy them all, whether I go insane or not. They have committed treason of the highest order multiple times and they will not escape paying for this one."

The shinno nodded. "Of course," he muttered grimly. He lowered his head as he thought.

Malloron watched him closely, trying as hard as he could to maintain his calm exterior. It had been Emric's idea to involve the shinno—Malloron hadn't been sure it was a good idea. Not only did the shinno prefer not to involve himself in disputes, but it required him to solidify his allegiance with Malloron much sooner than either of them expected. Still, it wasn't as though they weren’t going to eventually come to some kind of arrangement. All Malloron was doing was escalating the time frame so he could deal with the threat to his territory once and for all. The other rulers would regret turning against him, and his Omega would learn the price of her betrayal.

"I cannot see any other way to do this unless I lead the men," the shinno said finally.

Malloron held his eyes. He had already come to that conclusion, but he hadn’t wanted to ask for it. It was bad enough he was forced into this unfitting position. The shinno could very well demand further payment, and Malloron had nothing left he was willing to give. He was already obliged to find an Omega to give to the shinno, which shouldn't be that hard considering he’d allowed a group of Omegas to escape into the Lands, but he wasn't prepared to offer him anything else. It wasn’t as though the shinno was truly risking his life—the man obviously had more skill in combat and battle than any of the rulers combined.

The shinno straightened from his contemplation and strode toward him until he was only a foot away. Keeping his eyes on him, the Alpha slightly turned his head. "Hallan!" 

The warriors behind him turned and left the room, heading out the front door.

"You need to go as well, Emric," Malloron said, his eyes not leaving the shinno's.

Emric hesitated for a moment before leaving the room, but headed to the kitchen rather than following the warriors outside.

"What do you have to say?" Malloron asked the shinno once they were alone.

"I'm surprised that you have the disposition and common sense to ask for help," the shinno said, his strange turquoise eyes searching Malloron’s. "I admit you have surprised me—not all of the rumors I heard about you have proved true."

Malloron remained silent. He wasn't sure if he was pleased by that or not.

"But I do not put my life at risk for anyone other than my tribe. For you to succeed in your endeavor, it will require me to put much at risk. I have no idea how skilled or competent your enemies are in battle, and I am at a disadvantage because I do not know this land. However, from the moment I have arrived here, you have shown a true dedication to your Omega. I respect that."

Malloron inclined his head in thanks, but the shinno was not finished.

"If I fight for you, you will need to become a member of my tribe."

Malloron frowned. "How is that going to be possible? I am King of Eiros."

"Being a member of the tribe is not about location," the shinno said solemnly. "It is partly about tradition, but most importantly about manner and attitude and the respect of the relationship between one man and another. It is about being brothers."

Malloron stiffened. "You want me to be your brother?" He could hear the horror in his own incredulous tone and cursed himself inwardly, wondering if the shinno would take offense. He thought he had been able to rid himself of disappointing brothers, with Elion being the very last to go. If that was what the shinno wanted, Malloron would have to think of another way to get his army.

"You can call it what you wish," the shinno said. "But it means that you will trust me with everything and I will trust you. Fully. No exceptions, not even once. If you want me to be there for you at your time of greatest need, you must be willing to do the same, and that requires the deepest kind of trust."

Malloron broke the gaze between them and looked over the room as he silently cursed this circumstance. It was fucking typical that the shinno would be asking for the one thing he wasn’t willing to give. He couldn’t. Every time he trusted someone, the decision left him at a disadvantage, even most recently with Amara. He had trusted that she would understand that he could not be without her, that he needed to ensure that she was not at risk, and she instead became so distracted and concerned by the idea of the tenebris and the children, that she hadn’t done what she was supposed to. 

He returned his gaze to the shinno and tried to weigh up how far he could deceive the man with this promise of trust. Malloron had no problem breaking his word. It wasn’t an ideal thing to do—he preferred to find ways to sidestep the undesirable part of the agreements he made—but if he had to, to get what he wanted, he would outright lie. And he had to wonder if it was even a realistic agreement to get into. The Alpha standing before him was from such a different culture, it was likely that Malloron wouldn’t even understand the kind of trust he was talking about, let alone be able to uphold it. But right now, he would do anything to get his Omega back, and once the shinno left the Western Lands, how would he be able to hold Malloron to this promise anyway? "And what is the procedure to join your tribe?"

"There is a ceremony but we can do that once you have your Omega back and your enemies are defeated."

Malloron nodded and made a pretense of being in deep thought.

"This is considered a sacred act," the shinno warned, his eyes trained on Malloron. "There are Alphas who have been trying to join my tribe for years who have not been worthy. It is an honor to be selected to be part of a shinno's tribe, especially mine. If you disrespect that, the penalty is death, and my entire tribe will ensure you pay that penalty. Choose wisely, King Malloron. There are other ways to get your Omega back than to expect me to put my life, and the lives of my warriors, at risk."

There weren't, but Malloron was not going to say that to him. Still, his words resonated deeply within Malloron, and a strange feeling twisted in his gut. Malloron ignored it. "I understand, shinno Kardos," he said. "And I am honored."

The shinno nodded sharply. "I will speak to my warriors."

As he stalked away, Malloron wondered what he’d gotten himself into. His contemplation was interrupted by Emric, whose shocked expression told Malloron he had been listening to the conversation.

"Your Majesty," Emric breathed. "You promised him your trust."

Malloron said nothing. He didn't yet know if he would be able to stand by what he had just agreed with the shinno, and there was no need for him to either confirm or deny it to Emric.

"Are you sure that's wise?" Emric said. "Their culture is extremely strict on this kind of thing. I fear you will not be able to escape the penalty, Your Majesty."

"That is something I'll have to deal with when the time comes, Emric," Malloron said.

Emric nodded but the worried expression did not leave his face. He wrung his hands as he glanced over to the door where the shinno was speaking to his warriors.

"Speak your mind," Malloron said to him.

Emric dropped his hands. "It's just… I never thought you would give your trust to anyone. It has surprised me, that's all."

"I will do anything to get her back," Malloron said, but even as he said it he knew that this was different. Trust wasn't something he would have even pretended to make available in a negotiation, and the shinno was certainly not the kind of Alpha to deceive with something like that. Still, his need for Amara went beyond just being bitten back. He had never wanted to be apart from her, and that need was now clawing at him—wild and desperate with each moment that passed. Nothing had changed. He wanted her, and he would get her. Malloron squinted at Emric. "Where is Banon?"

Emric smiled nervously. "He is still in my nest."

Malloron nodded slowly. He was somewhat surprised to find himself pleased for them. "So you have chosen to trust him, then?”

Emric’s shoulders lifted a little. “I understand him more than I did,” he admitted. “And being with him feels…” He hesitated and then smiled. “I suppose I am willing to consider it.”

“It is not so different from me trusting the shinno, surely."

Emric's brows drew down into a slight frown. "It is quite different, Your Majesty. As you said before, it is special when the other person is your true mate. If it was Queen Amara you were talking about then, no, it is not much different from that. And I know you trust her, even if you’re… upset with her right now."

Malloron said nothing. He would never trust Amara again.

“With the shinno, it is a risk. You have no idea what he may expect from you.”

“Well then we shall clarify that before I undertake his ceremony,” Malloron decided. “But that will be discussed after I have Amara back, not before.”

Emric’s stance relaxed, and he smiled. “Of course, Your Majesty. That is very wise.”

"Explain the situation to me," the shinno boomed as he strode back into the room, his warriors following behind. "I need the full picture, including a map of these Lands."

Emric pulled out a map of the Western Lands and spread it on the table. "Based on what I know of their actions over the last month," he began, "my guess is that they are in DarRojan. Ever since Brecc's manor was destroyed, he has been spending more time in the other territories, being hosted by the other rulers he has tight allegiances with, but DarRojan is the only one that has a significant prison that could hold a powerful Talent-crafter without too much extra fortification."

Malloron growled under his breath. "So Duke Valinor is involved in this too?"

"It seems so," Emric said. "He would have to know that he is imprisoning someone who is powerful. I’m not sure what steps he would have taken to ensure the safety of his country and people."

“What is the difference between territory and country?” the shinno asked. “You say them both as though they are the same, are they?”

“No,” Emric clarified. “A country is each of the distinct named land masses on this map. A territory is when two or more of the countries have aligned to strengthen their political or economic interests. Usually, it will be a smaller country attaching itself to a larger one. For example, Cleyanti and El Yareth are a territory.”

“But that doesn’t make a difference in this case,” Malloron said. “In matters of Western Land business, they cannot represent themselves as a territory.”

“This is not business,” the shinno said sharply. “This is war. And each of these countries will have some kind of army or aggressive force. If they have allegiances, it need to be taken into account.”

“Then it’s worth noting that both DarFara and DarRojan are joined as one territory,” Emric pointed out. “And about a week ago, I heard that both Glansrech and Rucevale were considering joining them.”

“Fuck!” Malloron exclaimed. “How can that be? Rucevale is already joined with Parshara.”

Emric shrugged apologetically. “They have been compelled by fears of your ‘creature.’ I assume Parshara will join too.”

The shinno straightened. "I want to know everything about the kind of army and protection these countries have.”

“No,” Malloron barked. He jumped down from the table. “I’m not waiting any longer. We need to make a move now.”

The shinno straightened, his teal eyes hard. “The way to win a war is to think of all options our opponents can use to retaliate and defeat us. It takes planning and patience, King Malloron.”

“I have been patient,” Malloron snapped. “We go now. My Omega is in distress. No more waiting.”

Emtic stepped forward just as the shinno was about to answer. “I have all the knowledge of these Lands, shinno,” he said, inclining his head respectfully to Malloron. “I can tell you anything you need to know, if we can discuss quickly.”

Within the next hour, they had come up with a plan. It was brutal and raw, but Malloron had confidence it would work. It was fascinating to watch the shinno prepare for battle. He had called in three more of his warriors, who seemed to be his generals, and analyzed the map of the Western Lands in great detail, asking questions to both him and Emric. He switched between his own language and the common tongue to communicate between the group to ensure everyone had an understanding of the setup of the Western Lands’ political and power structures, and considered all possible scenarios that Malloron hadn’t even considered. As far as he was concerned, he was capable of barging into wherever Amara was being kept and using the Talent to bring the entire Land to its knees. But the shinno’s preparation and cautiousness tempered his impatience. His prudence was ensuring that by the time this was over, Malloron would have the Lands completely within his control, which was what he always wanted. Kardos was making sure it happened.

The pressure around Malloron's head remained light throughout their planning. Near the end of their discussion, he glimpsed the servant girl hovering in the doorway, peeking at him with her potion bowl. He beckoned her. He felt fine right now, but he needed to ensure he remained so until he got to Amara.

"I can see why you wanted my warriors," the shinno said, nodding. "By securing specific areas, you can indeed dominate the entire Western Lands in one go. Your mistake is that you haven’t considered the loyalty of the people to their individual rulers. This plan is better. But you need to assist when it comes to the magic."

"You will have full command of my Talent-crafter army,” Malloron said, gesturing to the girl to come closer.

"But what about magical support here." The shinno pointed at a spot on the map. "We will need it here the most."

"I will be there," Malloron said. "I will provide the magical support required." He hesitated. “Are you sure you have enough warriors? You only bought fifteen hundred men.”

The shinno’s eyes hardened and he rose to his full height. “One Nyek warrior is worth five in every other Land,” he stated proudly. “We work in small groups that fight together; archer, swordsman, rockpulter, and hand combat artist. We never lose.” His gaze was fierce. “Fifteen hundred is almost too much for your tiny Lands.”

Malloron held up his palms to indicate he didn’t mean to offend. “I do not doubt your warriors’ abilities, shinno Kardos.”

The shinno let out a rumble in the back of his throat and then returned to look at the map.

Malloron held in a chuckle at the man’s sensitivity. He should have known not to mention it. He turned his attention to the girl. “How long does this existing treatment last?”

"It will be fading very soon, Your Majesty,” she said. “Please allow me to treat you before you go. It will help to stave off the effects of the bond, if it worsens."

Malloron nodded. A sharp twist shot through his brain and a tremble of uncertainty and fear swirled in his chest. Amara. "Do it."

The girl set to work dabbing the strange smelling potion onto him, starting at his temple and making her way along his hairline to the other side. It had the same impact as before, the pain lessening almost immediately, but Malloron remained tense and on edge. If Brecc or any of the others was hurting his Omega, many would die.

As the girl reached to his other temple, he noticed that the shinno had stopped conversing and was watching him getting treated. Malloron gestured to him to carry on, but the shinno straightened, and Malloron noticed he wasn't looking at him, he was looking at the girl. The Alpha glanced down at her potion and back up to watch her careful movements with her potion brush, but if he was planning to say something he waited too long. The girl finished applying the potion and then quickly retreated.

The shinno watched her until she was out of the room and then returned his gaze to Malloron.

"Is something wrong?" Malloron asked, somewhat agitated. The treatment potentially signified he had a weakness, and he didn’t need the shinno having doubts now.

The shinno glanced around the room. “Where are we? How many are in this house?”

“We are in DarFara. This is my brother’s home," Malloron said.

The shinno glanced at the map and then back up, amazed. “We have traveled to the other side of the Lands in one step?”

Malloron smiled. “That is the benefit of portals.”

“And that girl…” The shinno glanced in the direction she had gone. “She is your… family?”

“No.” It suddenly occurred to Malloron that he hadn’t even inquired about Elion. “If we are finally ready, let’s go.” He headed toward the door. If Elion was alive when this was over, he would have his chance to explain immediately before his death.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

MALLORON

 

Portals opened up at the same time all around the Western Lands, in and around every rulers’ residence. The shinno's warriors poured from them and slaughtered anyone who tried to escape or rebel against them. Any and all Talent-crafters were killed immediately, and the ruler’s family and staff were held by order of the king.

Malloron hovered high over the mountains in DarRojan among the icy, white clouds concentrating on his spell. “Metha dayrow vessalethrah frow zisseniffra osse leemith,” he muttered, watching the jagged ball of magic forming before him. It surged wildly, revolving and jerking as new streams of magic joined to enlarge it. “Telleya aspoffrey nee-imriff deslaarronkin metha leemith.” He wrote this spell as a boy and refined over the years for this day; the day he took the Western Lands and became its king. He had always known he would need a raw magic that no other Talent-crafter could fight or escape from, one that would respond to his needs without him barely needing to give it much thought, and the gigantic orb forming before him was certainly proving to be as vicious as he imagined. The spell was also designed to heighten his senses so he could control and detect all magic used across the Land, and so far it was working.

He was able to feel all the portals being used to invade the various countries and he knew that if any of them closed, it signified that the shinno's warriors had not secured the property and were engaging in battle with some kind of defense on the other side. Of course, they had no idea if the ruler of any particular country was actually within their residence at the time of the invasion, but the warriors would remain in place until the ruler returned. The beauty of this was that none of the citizens in any of the territories were aware of the subtle invasion happening within each country, and by the time they did, it would be too late. They wouldn’t be able to help their ruler.

“Offroskray sessinalloy frow fara issip nelleyayn danfera okoray.” The orb stabilized into a pulsing ball of ruby-red, gold, and raven black glowing magic, and revolved and spun rapidly in different directions. Every raw inch of it echoed through Malloron’s body, connecting to every part of him, and a slight relief washed through him that it worked, even though he knew it would. He knew he wasn’t as incompetent as his grandfather, but he had been waiting to use the spell for such a long time and yet hadn’t tested it. He turned his attention to the rest of the magic he could feel throughout the Lands, a new anticipation emerging as he waited for the shinno’s signal. 

Provided he concentrated and ignored the pressure in his mind, Malloron’s connection with magic hadn't been affected by the bond. As soon as he connected with it, Amara's hum bloomed within him, and he had flown directly to where she was being held. The hum itself had lost some of its vibrancy, but it signified that the tenebris was still responding to him and as long as it was able to help him to find her, that was all he needed right now.

Suddenly a number of portals closed, one by one in quick succession, and Malloron tensed as he tried to determine which territories were fighting back. It was too difficult to pinpoint exactly, but he could make a guess that it was the countries that had some kind of protection at the residence of the ruler. Malloron clenched his fists, inwardly cursing that Kardos had not yet sent the signal for him to approach the prison directly below him. It sat snug among the mountains, which provided it with ample protection and made it difficult to approach without alerting its guards and Talent-crafters. Malloron wasn’t visible from his position in the clouds, and he doubted that any of Valinor’s Talent-crafters would expect anyone to be able to hover so high above the building. The main worry for him was ensuring that Brecc didn’t become aware of their arrival and take Amara through a portal to a different part of the Land. But while that would be an inconvenience, it didn’t really matter. Brecc would soon come to realize there was nowhere he could hide. Not now.

The icy wisps of cloud that surrounded Malloron began to seep into his bones before he finally felt the signal. Dozens of portals opened up all over the prison at once, and a fireball shot into the sky. Malloron immediately soared down through the clouds. As he picked up speed, he directed some of the magic from his powerful orb into his shield and braced himself as the momentum built.

Maneuvering the orb below him, Malloron used it to punch through the thick stone roof of the prison, closest to where he felt Amara's hum. Using the momentum, he continued the downward trajectory, crashing through the floor into the level below and then down again into the floor below, flying through each hole the orb made until he finally landed in a wide corridor. A guard, who had been running in his direction, skidded to a stop when he saw Malloron, his eyes wide, and he dropped the sword in his hand. 

Seeing he was no threat. Malloron turned, feeling for Amara's hum. Smashing the orb through the wall of the corridor, he walked through it and into a hallway where a bloody battle had already begun. He hadn’t needed to worry about the number of warriors the shinno had bought with him—they fought viciously enough to make an impact; two, three, sometimes even four men at a time. The clashing of swords and the whip of arrows shooting across the air was punctuated by cries and yells and grunts. The tang of blood had already soured the air and wriggling, mutilated bodies lay strewn across the floor.

Malloron took it all in for a moment, and then directed his powerorb of magic over the heads of the battling warriors. At the spark of the barest of thought from Malloron, a number of glittering threads disconnected from the orb and whipped around the room, penetrating the heads of the guards that opposed the shinno’s army—no, Malloron’s army—and ripping them to shreds. As they dropped to the ground, Malloron moved across the hall and smashed through another wall, seeking Amara.

It worried him that her hum was faint. At first, he thought it was because of the bond, but when he entered the prison, it should have increased, not remained weak. A siren erupted around the entire building, but Malloron ignored it. Did the weak hum mean that something had happened to her? His heart sped up as he realized that the quality of her hum had always indicated her mood or something about her physical state. So what the fuck did a weak hum mean?

He crashed through wall after wall, heading toward the hum that beckoned but never seemed to get any closer. A fierce panic almost engulfed him before he realized he needed to use magic. This prison could be distorting magical signals.

Stilling, he focused on the hum and pulled the magic from his powerorb and began to cast. The potent magic curved, rippled, and twisted until a brilliant blue circular portal appeared before him.

He stepped through it into a large courtyard surrounded on all sides by high stone walls. Instantly, Amara's hum strengthened but he couldn’t see her. A mass of men were marching away from him down the center of the courtyard, and beyond them, a portal glimmered in the distance. By its color, Malloron could tell it hadn’t been created by any of his Talent-crafters. He felt his own portal behind him shift back into the revolving magical ball and three small orbs shot from it, soaring over the men’s heads, to the other portal. As they crashed into it, it destabilized, and the men realized his presence. They turned, readying themselves, but Malloron suddenly saw Amara. She was being held in the center of the men, right next to Brecc.

Malloron growled at the sight of their hands on her, but his powerorb had begun to take action. 

Brecc’s face contorted and he pointed to Malloron, saying something to his men, but magical blades were already gliding through the air and they decapitated all who held her. The other men jumped back and shouted in surprise and horror and then seemed to notice the magic that bloomed out behind Malloron. Some of them simply ran in the opposite direction. Others froze on the spot. A small amount gripped their weapons and glanced at Brecc, uncertainty on their faces.

But Malloron already had already forced a cord of magic in Brecc’s mouth and swirled it around his tongue. Connecting to Amara, and the tenebris, Malloron pulled her toward him, while glaring at Brecc. “Try summoning her now, Brecc,” he bit out. Without giving Brecc a chance to answer, he yanked on the magic inside his mouth. Brecc screamed wildly as his tongue was slowly ripped from his throat. Most of the remaining men scrambled away, but some still stood, watching the unseen parts of Brecc tongue emerge, and dark blood poured from his mouth. Malloron turned his attention to more important matters.

“Malloron!” Amara’s voice sent a rush of relief through him, and when she soared into his arms, he couldn't help but grip her close, pressing her against him and gripping her tight. He wound his fist into her thick black hair and held her head securely so that she looked up at him. “Are you hurt?” he asked harshly. “Did he hurt you?”

“No.” Amara breathed, but there was a hesitation in her voice that made him growl.

He gripped her hair tighter and she whimpered. “Did he touch you?”

“Yes,” she said, wincing, “but he didn't—”

Malloron stopped listening. At his instruction, threads of magic streamed from his powerorb, soared to Brecc, and wound themselves around Brecc's fisted hands, then pressed in on them. Brecc dropped to his knees, his screams becoming wilder and uncontrollable as the magic continued to crunch in on his hands. Malloron relished the sound.

He looked back down at Amara, locking his eyes with her wonderful blue ones. Fuck, this woman was beautiful. Pride, relief, and disappointment in her actions against him bounded through him in equal measures. He knew he needed her—he had come to terms with that now—but he also knew he couldn’t allow himself to enjoy her the way he really wanted to. Not any more. He couldn’t have her laugh, her comfort, and her kisses. He couldn’t look forward to any more discussions or debates or open and frank honesty. She had proven she was just like all the others who had let him down, and she would deceive him again as they all did. He wouldn’t let her get that close again, but the thought of losing all that, something so special that he’d only had for such a short time, fucking hurt. “You will bite me and bond with me,” he ordered, his voice gritty. “Now.”

Amara's eyes widened a little and she nodded, but he was already pushing her face into his neck.

Her nose ran along his neck, and then her lips pressed into the spot that always made him tremble. As her teeth sunk in, he watched Brecc screaming as his hands became two stumps of deformed bloody flesh at the ends of his arms.

He relished the sting of her bite, a rush of desire storming his body as she sucked his blood. The pressure in his head swirled, trembled, and jumped, making him slightly disorientated, but he held onto her firmly, pressing her body against his to ensure that she stayed attached to him. Suddenly the pressure eased completely and the swirling energy rushed down into his chest. Buried within his chest, the feeling of the bond bloomed, deeper, purer, and more secure than her hum. It satisfied something within that he hadn’t even realized had always been unfulfilled, and he was unable to hold in the gratified rumble that the feeling caused. At the same time, the desire that had grown intensified. His cock hardened and his need to be inside her suddenly raged within him.

Malloron tried to ignore the urge. They were finally bonded, and there was nothing that anyone could do to get in the way of that now. There were other things he needed to see to. Brecc was on the floor weeping and cradling his hands into his lap. A number of his men stood watching him, while keeping an eye on Malloron, but none approached Brecc to try to help him. It was time to finish him.

And yet, Malloron suddenly noticed that Amara had not released him. In fact her arms were winding around him and she was humming as she pressed her body against his. She felt so fucking good and her scent, that scent he loved to drown himself in, was surrounding him so strongly that his arousal was becoming impossible to resist.

He cupped and squeezed her ass, pressing her closer against him, relishing in her sigh of delight. His hands wandered under her tunic to her smooth legs, and suddenly he was wondering why they were not wrapped around him. In a swift move, he lifted her up and at the same time, his magic swept around them, forming both a circular shield and a wall behind her back, allowing him to press her up against it and hold one of her legs open.

There was a commotion behind him, but he could not remove his attention from this gorgeous, beautifully scented being clinging to him. It suddenly struck him as strange that she had not let go of his neck.

He gently pulled her head away, forcing her to release him, and he was met with a stunning sight. Her eyes were golden.

He immediately growled and his already hard cock jumped, impatient for what it had already known. 

She smiled. “Alpha.”

Malloron could feel his rut finally descending on him and as much as it wasn’t the right fucking time, he was powerless to stop it. Both her tenebris-hum and the bond between them indicated she was ripe and ready for him, and every instinct, every muscle, and finally every thought, aligned with what she needed. What they both needed.

Malloron was vaguely aware of the shield around them lifting into the air as he tore off their clothes. He was vaguely aware of drifting over a mountain range as he directed magic to bind her wrists to her ankles. He was somewhat aware of clouds curling on the outside of the orb as he stood behind her while she was bent over, her pussy spread open, just like he had her the first time he ever touched her. But this time it was with the deep satisfaction that she truly belonged to him. The rich scent of her slick coaxed another growl from him, and the sight of it dripping down her soft thighs made his balls tighten. He ran his hand over that fat ass he loved so much and noticed her legs trembling in anticipation. He ignored it, enjoying the sight of her open and ready for him. He played with her clit as he forced himself to wait, deciding if he wanted her slick all over his face before he fucked her as was his usual preference. Amara whimpered slightly as her patience began to wane, and he pinched her ass to shut her up. But then she wriggled it, causing that jiggle he couldn’t ever resist. Malloron gripped Amara’s ass and he yanked her down onto his cock. Then he was aware of nothing except her.

This mating was different from any other.

Although the ferocity of their joining was similar to their only other mating while Amara was in her Haze, this time it was drastically altered by the bond.

Amara's hums and squeals and moans at everything he did was accompanied by her deep-seated delight that ebbed within him. When he growled she groaned and the bond trembled with excitement, when he made her wait, she whimpered, her impatience and desperation rushing through his rib cage. He could feel the great pleasure that she took from having him claim her, her satisfaction when he pinned her down so completely that she could barely move and her beautiful surrender when he fucked her so roughly, each slam shuddered through her whole body.

And what was even more amazing, was her awe of him. In the moments when he knotted her, when he petted her and stroked his fingers through her hair, played with her nipples and surrounded her small frame with his own, she melted into him and took great pleasure in his attentions on her. The awe in the bond dominated every other feeling. She stared at him as though he was something she had never seen before; something wondrous and fascinating.

He had already known that she was perfect in every way, she had already proven that she could submit to him sexually and satisfy everything he needed, but when she looked at him like that, like he was beautiful and amazing and finally worthy of her, he found himself unable to resist doing things he said he would never do.

He purred for her, he kissed her, he told her she was beautiful and the perfect mate, he satisfied her every need and in doing so, satisfied his own. In the back of his mind he knew that this was the path that would make him vulnerable again, but he rationalized that as long as he only ever gave himself to her fully when she was in her Haze, she would not be able to have any power over him the way she had before. So he let himself love her. He already knew that he did, but he also knew it was too dangerous. It had happened to Father. Whether what Elion had said was true or not, the fact was, Father had been foolish and too trusting with his Omega. That would not happen again with him. He had to make sure of it.

He had no idea how long they remained in the orb. Hours passed, and then days as the skies turned dark and light again. The magic of the orb materialized water for them when they needed it, as well as food, but they were rare occurrences. Most of Amara’s bodily functions had shut down and they were both only focused on one concern—all others had ceased to exist. He slept with his body wrapped around hers and from the moment they woke, he was slamming into her or she was riding him.

By the time the gold in her eyes began to fade, they suitably reeked of each other the way they were supposed to. Malloron loved seeing his dried seed crested on the various parts of her body and she had gotten to the point where she simply fed him her slick with her fingers and smeared it over his nose.

When he felt the bond shift, she was riding him. He had one hand in her hair and the other on her hip, while she held onto his forearm and used her other hand on his chest to work her pussy on his cock in any way she wanted. The tidal wave of emotion in the bond suddenly twisted and then calmed, and she blinked a few times before her unfocused eyes became steady on him, a trickle of uncertainty penetrated the bond for the first time.

Malloron gripped her head tighter and tore his eyes from hers to focus on her bouncing breasts. He hardened himself, preparing for what he knew was going to come. As soon as her Haze ended, so would his tender treatment of her.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

AMARA

 

Her whole body screamed in agony.

Amara groaned as she rolled over on the soft bedding surrounding her. It was a sweet agony, a pain that rebounded all over her body, deep in her muscles, letting her know she was alive. She smiled as she pressed her legs together, enjoying the ache between them. The pang of being stretched repeatedly by Malloron's knot, echoed all the way up when she clenched, and it was so satisfying.

Her eyes shot open. Malloron. 

She sat up and looked around, somewhat frantically. Somehow, she was in the bedroom she had been in when he first brought her back to the castle. Malloron's bedroom. She cast her mind back, trying to remember how she got here, but her mind was blurry and her memories seemed to jump, skip, and slide out of focus whenever she tried to pinpoint them. The last thing she remembered was Brecc dragging her out of her cell and marching her across a courtyard. She frowned. No. Malloron had come for her. She closed her eyes, trying to remember the very last clear memory she had. She had been in Malloron's arms, looking up at him, relieved and grateful that he had indeed come to get her. Then he had pushed her face into his neck. Yes, that was it. She returned the claiming bite.

Her hand drifted to her chest. She could feel it. He was within her, but in a different form than before. Although she still felt the awareness of him from the tenebris, there was also something deeper, something stronger, that nested within her. It was like an orb that sat curled up in her chest. The cloud of him from the tenebris paled in comparison to the strength of the orb.

Glancing around the room, it was clear she was alone but the shape of the bedding suggested that she hadn't been. The pillows and blankets had been arranged so perfectly, she knew it was her own arrangement. But there was a space next to her large enough for her Alpha. She took a breath and held it. Her Alpha. Malloron was hers now, and he would always be hers. The thought of it generated an excitement within her that was tempered by doubt, curiosity, and uncertainty.

Pushing the feeling aside, she looked around the room for him but all was quiet. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and got up slowly. It felt strange to be in his bedroom alone. No, that wasn't quite right. She examined the feeling closely. She wanted him with her. After all the times he had forced himself to dominate her space, she desired that now, and the need for it was unreasonably strong.

Sighing, Amara rotated and stretched her limbs, relishing the sweet ache, before padding to the washroom to relieve her full bladder. She needed to figure out her next step.

The main thing she was worried about was her memory loss. She had never heard that a soul-bond mating would cause an Omega to lose time. The only thing that made that happen was her Haze—Amara stilled as she made sense of the thought. Of course. No wonder she felt achy. She ran her hands over her body, trying to identify any signs of her time with Malloron during her Haze, but there didn't seem to be anything other than her worn muscles. He must have bathed her because she was completely clean, her hair was even damp.

She stepped slowly back into the bedroom in deep thought. How could they have mated to the degree that her body suggested in the middle of an outright war? She remembered a siren going off in the building, yells and screams rising from beyond her cell, even the walls shook slightly at one point. Brecc had arrived in a fit of both anger and terror, and she heard the sounds of battle as his guards half-dragged, half-carried her out of the building. Brecc would not have stopped his pursuit of escape to let them enjoy a mating, and yet for some reason she couldn't remember what had happened to him once Malloron had her back in his arms.

She shook her head in frustration. She had always hated the memory loss that the Haze caused. Cailyn used to tease her and play tricks, claiming that Amara had significantly embarrassed herself during her Haze and insisting that she did things to make up for it. When her memories returned, Amara realized just how much Cailyn had stretched the truth, and sometimes she had already committed further embarrassing acts that she hadn't needed to. She learned to detect Cailyn's tricks, and even played a few of her own in repayment, but it was still unsettling the degree to which Omegas were vulnerable, both during and after their Haze.

Instead of returning to the bed, as Amara was sure Malloron would want her to do, she decided to explore the rest of his rooms. The last time she had been here, she could only see disjointed parts of it through the tenebris, and had never gone beyond the bedroom.

The main bedroom was as large as the living area of her own rooms, and the bed dominated most of the space. Beyond the bedroom were a number of rooms; living area, an office, a room filled with the sexual benches Malloron had a taste for, a small gallery, and a room filled with various royal robes and staffs. Amara wandered around, exploring them with a growing sense of something odd in her environment. The rooms looked well-kept, but not lived in. It was as though Malloron rarely spent time here at all, which shouldn't be that surprising to her considering all of the things he was most concerned about.

Her thoughts turned to her conversation with Mother Orlee. The thought of the Mothers coming to get the children was such a relief, not only for their safety but also allowing her to finally address how she truly felt about Malloron. There were still so many questions about the children and the tenebris that she had to know, but hopefully if she was staying with him, and accepting him, that would come.

Although she was wearing her night tunic, she headed to the main door of his quarters and, very slowly, inched open the door. Peeking out, she was not surprised to see two guards standing on either side of the door, but just as she was about to close the door one of them noticed her.

“Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” he greeted. “If you would like to go somewhere in the castle, his Majesty requests that you dress appropriately. You will find suitable outfits in the bedroom closet.”

Amara's mouth opened in shock and for a moment she didn’t know what to say. Finally she nodded and closed the door quickly.

That was a surprise.

Curious, she sought out the closet and it was enormous, filled with beautifully elaborate dresses, robes, gowns, and accompanying shoes, slippers, sandals. There was even an area for jewelry, shawls, and bags. Everything gave the impression of wealth.

Amara dressed quickly, but a strange feeling began to grow about what was happening. Was Malloron truly going to let her explore the castle? It seemed to contradict the behavior he had shown before, but there was only one way to find out.

The guards fell into step on either side of her as she walked down the corridor. They didn't say another word to her when she exited the room, and didn't ask her where she was headed.

The dress she had chosen made her walk slower than normal, especially as the sandals she chose had small heels that she wasn't used to. But it didn't really matter because she had no idea where she was going. She drifted around the castle, heading in any direction she wanted, just to see if the guards would prevent her from entering certain areas, such as the kitchens or the galleries, even Malloron's casting rooms, but they didn't. They simply escorted her to wherever she wanted to go.

Each person that passed her bowed deeply and avoided eye contact, and then scuttled away as quickly as they could. Amara's mood lowered with each step as she realized her circumstances had changed with her status.

She was now the king’s bonded mate. His Omega. And with that status, she had adopted everything that people knew and feared about him. Thinking about it now, how the servants had acted even when she roamed the castle before, it had been clear it would be the case, but it was different to experience it. She had once been one of those servants; one of the people who were now cowering at the sight of her.

After a few hours of wandering, she turned to the guards. “Where is King Malloron?”

“He is unavailable, Your Majesty,” the guard said, keeping his eyes firmly looking down the corridor.

Amara exhaled in frustration. He had left her alone all day. She spun on her heel and headed back to his rooms, and once inside she paced in his living area, an irrational, harsh annoyance building at the fact that he basically discarded her. She had committed to him the way he wanted, given him exactly what he had demanded, and he didn't even feel it necessary to see her all afternoon. If she was going to live this life, she wanted everything that she had enjoyed when it had been forced upon her. And his attention was one of those fucking things.

Suddenly, a meal materialized on the table in the living area, just like the way it had when she was in her own room. It was an elaborate meal of soup, roasted meats, breads, dressed vegetables, condiments, and wine. But what incensed her was that it was all prepared for one person. Malloron was not intending to eat with her!

A bitter fury rose as she marched to the table, and when she pushed everything off it, smashing it all to the ground in a big heap, the satisfaction only lasted for a moment because all of the food, broken plates, and glass disappeared. Obviously transported back to the kitchens.

Amara turned and huffed as she paced back across the room, but it wasn't long before she felt the bond pull in her chest. The orb began to spin, and a crackle of annoyance shot through it. Malloron. Finally she could feel something from him other than nothingness.

It was bad enough she had so many different versions of him vibrating around her body. She snorted at the irony of his absence while he was so present inside her. The bond, the tenebris, the vibration in her stomach, all of them made her highly aware of him while he didn't even need to—

She halted abruptly, realizing something. The vibration in her stomach… She pressed a hand against her stomach and focused on the vibration there. That was not him; it couldn't be. That could only be…

The world jolted around her as the deep realization shocked her into a stunned absence of thought. Blinking rapidly, she swayed and shot her hand out to grab the back of a chair to support herself. Her mind drifted toward the only obvious conclusion so slowly that she felt as though she were floating.

She was pregnant.

She stumbled backward until the wall hit her back, and then slid down it until she dropped heavily onto the floor, her hand still on her stomach. She was having a child. A plethora of emotions swirled around her so intensely that she remained confused. A strong part of her, that deep part of her that always worked against her at every fucking turn, rejoiced at the idea. Why not? She had always thought it would have been a shame to never have children because she was a spy. She loved the idea of being a mother; it had been one of the reasons why she’d been so passionate about her mission. But she never entertained having them herself. It was never something that the Mothers had factored in for Omega spies. And yet now she could. It was possible for her to have them, and not only that, she was mated to the one Alpha that was made for her. And yet… Malloron may be her Alpha, but the environment of this Land was not the sort that she wanted her children raised in. Even Malloron's perception of family and love—how could she raise her children with an Alpha who thought so little of the bond between family? She shook her head, disappointment bounding through her. It was now clear why she wanted his presence so badly. Pregnant Omegas needed their Alphas with them constantly. He was not fulfilling his duty.

The door opened abruptly and he strode through, his annoyance clear on his face and his shoulders tense. But of course he looked incredible. His chiseled features were hard and his deep brown hair curled slightly at his neck. He marched to stand in front of her and she looked up at him, her shock still coursing through her, her hand still on her stomach.

“Why did you reject the food?” Malloron bellowed.

“Why haven't you been here,” Amara asked, annoyed at how soft and trembling her voice seemed. Her entire body yearned to touch him, to jump into his arms and tell him to purr for her the way she needed him to, but she forced that part of her to shut up.

“I’m busy,” he said harshly. “I am king. I do not have time to supervise you.”

“Supervise?” she spat back at him. “You are aware that I'm pregnant? I'm sure you know what that means.”

His eyes flicked to her hand on her stomach and back up to her eyes, but he didn't say anything.

“I assume this is what you wanted,” she said evenly, another concoction of conflicting emotions embracing her. What if he didn’t actually want her to be pregnant? He hadn’t ever shown any affinity to have children before. In fact, when she had asked him, he’d insinuated it wasn’t a priority. She resisted descending in despair at the thought. 

“Even if you didn’t, pregnant Omegas need to have their Alphas with them all the time, Malloron,” she said, the irritation draining from her voice. Maybe he truly didn’t know. “It could potentially damage me and the baby if you spend long periods away from us.”

“I wasn’t away for long,” he boomed. “You have been alone for an afternoon. My healer says you can handle that. You are simply being difficult. Why can’t you finish your nest and let our chef know about any needs you have? I cannot supervise you.”

Her annoyance flared brightly again. He had a healer? Where was she when his face was scarred? “You are the one who is supposed to give me what I need,” she shot back at him. “It is your child. You shouldn’t claim a mate you cannot care for.”

The growl that tore out of him vibrated around the whole room and set every hair on her body alight with both desire and nervousness. It was a bold statement to make to an Alpha, even if he was an Alpha that never demonstrated any care for a mate or a family.

“Fine,” he said, his voice deep and low. “Get up.”

Amara slowly got to her feet, her eyes remaining locked with his.

“I will give you what you need, Omega. Undress.”

A nervous tremble staggered through Amara at the sudden shift she felt in the bond. His desire for her was deep, raw, and powerful. She couldn't deny she wanted it. Badly. But she couldn't encourage him in this way. He had just called her Omega instead of her name… and for some reason it disturbed her. “That is not what I mean,” she began.

“Undress!” he barked. “Or I will rip that dress from you.”

“That’s fine,” she hissed. “It does not belong to me anyway; it belongs to you. If you wish to destroy it, you are welcome to.”

Malloron growled, and the sound made her nipples harden, sparking a pleasure that ripped through her and made her pussy clench. Magic swept around her so quickly she barely had time to register it, and by the time she did the dress was falling from her in shreds.

Malloron grabbed her by the throat and immediately all tension left her limbs as she went weak, that strange calm spreading through her. He caught her around the waist and carried her to his bed. An irrational joy swept through her when she saw her half-built nest. This is what was supposed to happen; she was supposed to be in her nest with her Alpha as they prepared for their child.

Malloron threw her down into the center of the bed and climbed on top of her, pinning her wrists together with his hands.

She arched her back, straining against the restriction and enjoying the way it settled her emotions. His warm mouth clamped over one of her breasts and tugged at her nipple, and she spread her legs as the pleasure rippled through her, eager for him as he pulled himself free with his other hand.

Amara moaned at the sight of him working that cock she loved and spread her legs wider for him as he moved to the other nipple. He lapped it with his rough tongue, and each lick caused a jolt that shot straight to her clit. Throwing her head back, Amara sunk into the pleasure of the experience she now realized she truly loved.

Suddenly, Malloron's cock was at her entrance. She frowned, lifting her head, and saw that he was pushing inside her, but he was still fully clothed. Before she could protest, he began a brutal rhythm, sinking into her deep and rough. Amara breathed heavily, that raw, overwhelming sensation spiraling from her core, but she sensed that something was wrong. She couldn't quite place what and after a long moment trying to pinpoint what it was, she discarded the feeling and simply surrendered to the experience. The thrill of having him inside her inflamed her whole body even though the feel of his clothes annoyed her. 

Her legs splayed, she humped her hips up to meet his hard fucking, and she called his name, eager for his mouth on hers. But that moment never came. 

Her orgasm wrenched through her causing her to fight against the restriction of his hand pinning her wrists and he pulled out and jetted streams over her instead of knotting her. When she whined at the sight of his wasted seed on her skin, he pushed his cock into her mouth and made her drink the rest, forcing his tip into her throat when she initially protested.

She dug her nails into his thighs as he jerked, the coarseness of his growls just as satisfying as the pungent liquid on her tongue, but she could tell something was wrong. He withdrew, and she tried not to cough too much from her burn in her throat, but instead of gathering her into his arms, like he had always done since she held the tenebris, he buckled up his pants and climbed off the bed.

“Finish making your nest,” he said, his voice low. “That is what a pregnant Omega should be focusing on.” He stilled, his brown eyes cold. “And if you ever refuse food again, I will keep you locked onto a bench and force-feed you until you give birth, do you understand?”

He didn't even wait for her to respond. He simply stalked out of the room.

Amara wasn’t sure how long she sat frozen on the bed, stunned by his behavior. Of all the ways Malloron had treated her, he had never treated her like that before. He had basically dealt with her as though he was simply satisfying the need and then moved on. He hadn’t taken his clothes off; he hadn't even held her against his chest.

Amara clawed the blankets under her hands as she balled them into fists. Although she had orgasmed, and taken pleasure in his scent and his semen on her skin like she usually did, she was still deeply unsatisfied that he left. He was supposed to be cuddling her now and purring for her, and letting her build her nest around them both.

She took a breath, and exhaled it long and slow as she examined his behavior. Maybe she had underestimated his anger that she didn’t bite him back immediately. 

He had bitten her fully expecting her to bite him back, and she instead demanded an answer before doing so. Whether he saw that as a betrayal or an indication that she would not do what she was told, she wasn't sure, but this was clearly the consequence.

It was unlikely he would take any responsibility for her hesitation, but she never expected this drastic change in behavior toward her, especially now that she was pregnant. Now was the time she needed him the most.

It would take time for him to come to terms with whatever he was feeling, but the question was would she and the baby be able to survive until then? This was another thing they had learned in the Omega Compound, but not the details of exactly how much time an Alpha should spend with his Omega during the pregnancy. If this continued, she would certainly find out.

She lay down on the bed, seeking out the bond within her, trying to see if it gave her any hint or clue or idea how Malloron was feeling, but the spinning had slowed. She wondered if it was working properly; this was not how she thought the bond would feel. The awareness of him within her that was created by the tenebris still revolved within her, separately from the bond, and the vibration in her stomach was its own rolling wave. She sighed. There was so much going on within her body that she could not control. All she could do was try to accept her circumstance.

She pushed herself up, but as she did, the blurred memories of her Haze returned. As she examined them, she realized that Malloron had been fully invested in her while she had been in that state. Granted he had been in his rut, but he’d been so attentive of her, so caring and so capable of knowing what she needed.

Her mood descended at the realization of just how much she longed for that attention—how much she craved him. Forcing herself to push the memories away, she indeed began to work on completing her nest.

During the night, Malloron joined her.

His beautiful warmth surrounded her as his arms scooped her against him, and she sighed as she nuzzled into him. A delicious contentment spread throughout her as he purred, holding her close to him. And all of the conflicting vibrations battling within her aligned, sending her into a deep, peaceful sleep. 

When she woke up the next morning, he was gone again.

 

***

Amara decided to spend the day exploring the castle this time. 

She still had no idea what had happened with Brecc and Valinor, but it should be possible to figure it out from simply seeing if the castle was still running effectively. Things couldn’t still be running the same if they were under attack, and if the Mothers were truly coming for the children at some point, she needed to have an idea of what was happening in the castle. So she visited the various areas, looking for any sign of how things had changed since Malloron rescued her. Her guards obviously followed her everywhere and still didn't prevent her from entering any area she visited.

The interesting thing was, no matter where she was, her meals materialized for her. At noon, while she walked down a wide corridor, a table and chair materialized ahead of her covered with numerous plates, glasses, and bowls. Her guards immediately closed off the corridor so she could eat privately, and as soon as she finished eating and rose from the table, it disappeared.

“Did you know that would happen?” Amara asked the guards when they return to her side, disturbed by the idea that magic was tracking her in the castle. She wasn't sure why she was unsettled by it—it was obvious that Malloron was keeping an eye on where she was; it was what he had always done. “Is there some kind of magical tracker or spell on me?”

Both of the guards remained silent.

“Are you going to answer me?”

“We are here to protect you and the heir of Eiros, as directed by King Malloron,” one of them said. “Ensuring that you have the space and privacy to eat is one of those duties, Your Majesty.”

It unsettled her further to hear about the baby spoken of as the heir of Eiros. She hadn’t even gotten used to the idea that she was pregnant yet—that there would even be a baby, let alone consider that the child she bore was going to be the heir of Eiros. But another disturbing thought crossed her mind… was that all she was now? The mother of the heir—was that how Malloron saw her? Was that the true cause of his behavior? “You haven’t answered my question,” Amara pointed out.

The guard did not respond.

Amara turned, holding in her frustration, and continued down the corridor. What was the point in arguing with the guards about it? Clearly Malloron had made plans for her and the baby, and she just needed to find out what they were.

He arrived soon after she returned to his quarters.

“Undress,” he ordered as he closed the door.

Amara moved to stand directly in front of him, watching him carefully. “I need to talk to you.”

“There is nothing for us to talk about.”

“Surely you can understand why I didn't bite you back immediately,” Amara said, ignoring him. “I needed you to explain to me—”

Malloron swept before her, pushing her until her back slammed against the wall. He moved so quickly, Amara barely had time to register what happened before he was towering over her, his eyes dark, his scent causing her slick to gather. “Nothing needed explanation,” he said, his voice a growl. “I bit you and there was only one action for you to take next. Everything else was unimportant.”

“It wasn't unimportant to me,” Amara said, annoyed that she sounded breathless. “It was never unimportant to me—and you should have known that.”

“It was unimportant,” Malloron bellowed, his voice filling the room, “because it didn't change anything.” The air sparked with light as magic twisted into existence. “It didn't change that I am your mate. It didn't change what was already happening to the children.” The magic swept around her, pulling at her dress. Malloron's entire body expanded as he roared. “And it didn't fucking change that I had bitten you!” 

Amara stared at him, transfixed by both his contorted face and the wave of fury rolling off him. Something stopped her from responding to him, from trying to explain; she wasn't sure he would even really hear her if she tried, but the main thing that had her almost paralyzed was the depth of emotion in his eyes. He wasn’t just angry—there was more there, but she couldn't decipher it, and both the bond and the tenebris vibrated within her so loudly that, in that moment, she couldn't even tell one from the other.

“So now that you have shown me that you will never truly accept me as your mate, you have no further demands to make. You will be queen and you will have my children, and you will do what you are fucking told.”

Her dress flew from her in shreds again and the magic swirled out into the room.

Amara could barely focus on anything but the dark look in his eyes. She stepped forward, feeling the need to be closer to him. His eyes narrowed, but she kept going until he was almost within arm’s reach. She lifted her hand to touch his face, but immediately the magic in the room snapped back in her direction, coiled around her wrists, binding them together, and yanking them up above her head.

“Malloron,” she gasped. “You are being unfair. Let me explain—”

Malloron turned on his heel and stalked across the living area. The magic pulled her along behind him by her hands, and although she struggled against it, her efforts were pointless. His magic held her firm.

A startling jolt shot through her when she realized he was dragging her into the room with all the benches. There was no doubt he had fucked other women in that room, why was he taking her there? Her nest was only in the next room! A sharp dismay burned through her so brightly that tears sprang to her eyes, but as she tried to find the words to explain to him, she realized that nothing she said would be enough.

He turned to her once they were both in the center of the room and froze as soon as he saw her face. For a moment, his expression seemed to mellow, but then it quickly hardened again.

“Malloron,” she said, trying to stop the sobs. “Just wait. Listen to me.”

He began to unbuckle his pants, the stream of magic swept around Amara's head, pressing against her eyes and blocking her view. She yelped in surprise at the blindfold, but then magic also entered her mouth, gagging her.

The magic at her wrists, yanked her forward until something firm hit her stomach. More magic swept around her body, lifting her up and positioning her onto what she recognized was the bench that Malloron had first fucked her on. It clearly couldn't be the same bench, but it was the same shape. Magic secured her wrists to the bars instead of buckles, and her hips fixed to display her ass and pussy, exactly the way that he liked it. He didn't even touch her. His magic did everything until she was prepared. But even though she was wet, she wasn't really ready.

When Malloron thrust into her, she cried out in shock and alarm. He set a steady rhythm, heavy with his thrusts, that shunted her body backward and forward on the bench. The padded leather underneath her stomach did nothing to prevent the pull of her skin and she gripped tightly onto the handles to try to keep herself steady. She tried to fight against the weight of him on her, tried to call to him to make him understand that she needed him, but not like this. But magic kept her blinded and gagged, forcing her into silence and darkness, heightening every sensation she could feel. Disappointment bounded through her as she realized that every time he sunk deep into her, she could feel his clothes pressing against the backs of her thighs and her ass. He still hadn't undressed, even now.

Through the pleasure rocketing within her, she held in the sobs, her body jolted faster as his speed increased. He wasn't treating her like a queen or a mate, he was treating her as though she was nothing. Nothing but one of the women he had fucked in this room before. That raw, instinctive part of her, deep in her core, wailed at his treatment of her. This wasn't right; it wasn't supposed to be how things happened between an Omega and her Alpha. She had done her duty, she had made her nest, that was where they should both be. And yet she knew that in his anger, he wouldn't care. He had already told her that he didn't know much about Omegas, he had even given her books to read in order to make her aware of his severe lack of knowledge, but why wouldn't he listen now? As his thrusts became erratic, her understanding unfolded; he didn't care about the baby. He never had. The baby was a means to an end, and so was she. If he had an heir, the Visant family line could continue. That was all he really cared about, it was all he ever cared about, and now that he had an Omega, it was the next obvious and logical step. Her inner core viciously refused that idea, but it was the only thing she could think of that made sense.

Malloron leaned over her, and captured her earlobe in his mouth, running his tongue along the edge as his fingers dug underneath her torso and sought out a nipple. All of her concerns faded into the background as the pleasure registered, causing a spiraling rush of intensity to overwhelm her until she was wildly convulsing in climax.

Malloron's breathing became deep and his growls guttural. He pulled out of her and his warm liquid spurted over her pussy and ass.

Amara panted around her gag, holding herself still as she could, barely able to comprehend what had just happened. Then his body covered hers, bending over the bench and smothering her with his warmth. His purr penetrated her and she took a shaky breath as it calmed her taut nerves. His nose nudged away her hair at the back of her neck, and ran along it as he dropped more of his weight onto her.

The pressure settled her and she relaxed underneath him. Maybe she had it all wrong, maybe he just needed to get his anger out of his system. Maybe she could explain to him what she needed so he could provide for her. Because she didn't want anyone else, she already knew that. She had already committed to the fact that she was going to be with Malloron. And she had already known that she was never going to change him, not fully, not to the degree that she would have liked. But it wasn't as though he didn't have any honorable qualities. And from her point of view, most of them were the way that he handled her.

After a while he rose up, lifting himself off her and she heard a rustling and shuffle of his clothes. And then his footsteps faded.

“Malloron?” she called, barely able to believe that he left the room. However, the door to his rooms slammed shut. And only then did the magic around her wrists, eyes, and mouth dissolve to nothing.

She slid to the ground, disbelief rendering her speechless and limp. If this was how he was going to treat her, she may not even survive the pregnancy. She remained on the floor, numbed by what had happened, going backward and forward trying to figure out how to get through to him but she couldn’t see how. When she finally got up, her meal appeared on the table in the living area, and she, miserably, sat down to eat.

That night, Malloron once again joined her in her nest. He cuddled her as though she was the most important thing in the world—securing her against his chest and purring so loud, and deep and strong, that she could almost forget what had happened earlier in the day. The peace that came over her made her drowsy with contentment, and she couldn’t help but fall asleep in his arms. As she drifted into that tranquil darkness, she hoped he was over his anger with her.

 

***

Malloron's contrasting behavior continued over the next week. He would climb into her nest in the night and cuddle her, stroke her, purr for her, and do all the things he was supposed to do to settle her and the baby, but for most of the next day he was absent, only visiting her in the afternoon to fuck her, fully clothed, before leaving again.

Amara tried to talk to him but he continued to shut her up and gag her if she didn’t stop talking. He bound her arms; sometimes behind her, sometimes in front of her, sometimes in their nest and other times on one of the benches, and he would always use magic so that he didn't have to release her until after he left the room. He didn't knot her anymore, choosing to mark her with his seed at every opportunity. It was an act she would have normally taken pleasure in, but now it made her feel like she was his property rather than his mate; good enough to mark but not to lock himself to in the way they had previously enjoyed their intimate moments.

He was punishing her—that was what this behavior was, and even though she knew he couldn't keep it up forever, her mood descended lower and lower as the days went on. Each time she was tied to the bench, each time she felt the roughness of his clothes on her skin, and each time he chose not to knot her, it was as though a deep part of her tore a little more. She couldn't even try to figure out his mood because she couldn't detect him properly. There were too many things happening in her body for her to know exactly what he was feeling through the bond, and it was the bond that should be able to tell her his true mood and how she should approach him. But no matter what she tried, he did not listen or allow her to affect or change his behavior in any way. Even in the night when he held her close, it was impossible to try to speak to him. He held her close to his neck, and she had been so desperately craving for his scent all day that she couldn’t risk saying anything that could cause him to leave.

After a few days into the second week, it was impossible for her to bear it any longer. As he fucked her on the floor of the living area, her legs spread, her arms secured around one of the table legs, she began to sob. That deep, raw, animalistic part of her was deeply rejecting everything about this situation. This was not how her Alpha was supposed to be treating her. He was supposed to be looking after her, ensuring the health of her and her child. How could he not feel that? How could he put her at such risk?

She sobbed quietly, trying not to let him see that he had finally broken her. Of all the things he had done in the past, she had never cried. But she had never felt like this. This treatment, on an instinctual level—something that was so basic and at the core of who they were—was so highly unsatisfactory and disrespectful to every part of her that she couldn’t endure it. Unfortunately, he did notice and the rhythm of his cock stopped.

Amara kept her head turned to one side, hoping he wouldn't do anything to make the situation worse. He had never blindfolded her since that first time, and she didn't want him to do it again. He didn't. He remained frozen above her for a long moment and then withdrew.

Amara lay stiff on the floor, waiting to see what he would do next. If she was dealing with the Malloron she had first known, he would try to persuade and negotiate her into the correct behavior. If she was dealing with Malloron who had told her about his childhood, he would want to know why she was upset, but if she was dealing with the cold Malloron who had been present since he took her back from Brecc, she had no idea how he might behave. He may want to punish her further—she just didn't know.

The door to the bedroom closed and silence settled over the room. Amara lifted her head and saw that he had left.

Although she breathed a sigh of relief, she was also disappointed that he hadn't sought to alleviate her distress, and a part of her was disappointed that he had not found his release. She angrily pushed that thought away. He was using her body without caring about her or the baby. His release was the last thing she should be concerned about, and yet, she couldn't deny that on a sexual level, it was something that was important to her.

Realizing that the magical binds had dissipated, Amara got up slowly, elbowing herself to an upright position. At least, he did not punish her for crying.

That night, Malloron did not come. 

With each hour that passed, Amara’s mind ran wild with disturbed thoughts and a plethora of emotions hurtled through her. She twisted and turned in her bed as she waited, but he never arrived. By morning, she was completely distraught. She pulled all of the blankets and cushions off the bed, convinced her nest was wrong, and rebuilt it so that all the fabrics with her Alpha’s scent on it was concentrated in one area. Curling on top of that spot was the only way she was able to drift into a light sleep.

When she woke up again, there was a heavy weight on the side of the bed. A dusting of hope settled on her nerves as she peeked out of her nest, but when she saw that it wasn’t Malloron she snarled as viciously as she could.

A woman sat at the end of the bed. Dressed in a lilac robe, her light gray hair was pulled back into one and her eyes were closed, her back straight, and her hands placed in her lap.

Amara watched her carefully, wariness and aggression agitating in her joints. This woman was too close to her nest. 

Amara had never seen her before, and anyone who was not familiar to her, shouldn’t even be in the room. But the woman didn't move, she simply remained in the same position for a long time and Amara relaxed a little as she continued to watch her. Maybe she should just wake the woman from whatever she was doing and ask her to leave? And yet, every inch of her compelled her to attack in order to protect her nest. Besides, there was no way that anybody would have entered the room without Malloron's knowledge. Clearly he had sent her.

Amara quickly drew on magic and weaved together a small orb and directed it to hover in front of the woman’s face. “What do you want?” she finally asked, as viciously as she could.

The woman kept her eyes closed and remained motionless, but still answered, her voice smooth and low. “I am King Malloron's healer. He has sent me in to check on you.”

“I don't need you.”

“He feels that you do,” the woman said, matter-of-fact. “He is concerned that you are not acting as you should be and would like to ensure that your pregnancy is progressing as it should.”

“How the fuck would he know?” Amara said, annoyed. 

“He doesn't,” the woman pointed out. “That is why I'm here.”

“Well, I don't need you,” Amara said, decidedly. “I need him. Unless you can provide me with him, you will not be able to improve anything here.”

At that, the woman turned to look at her. She was an elderly woman, but other than a few wrinkles and her gray hair, she held her age well. “I suggest you be very careful about suggesting that he is not fulfilling his role as an Alpha,” the healer said, hesitantly. “He's very sensitive about such things.”

Amara almost laughed. “I'm not suggesting anything,” she said. “He does not spend time with me in my nest unless it is the middle of the night, he treats me as though…” Suddenly she realized she was unable to say it out loud. It was fucking embarrassing—humiliating. No Omega who had been trained at the Omega Compound, who had been taught the knowledge of how Alphas had treated Omegas in the past, would feel proud to know that her own Alpha was not any better.

“Your Majesty?” The healer said, awaiting her response.

Amara shook her head. “I have already told him that he is not behaving as he should,” she said. “Clearly he doesn't believe me.” She sighed and fixed her legs underneath her. “I assume you are familiar with Omega pregnancy? Why aren’t you telling him what he should be doing? He will listen to you.”

The healer was looking at her, frowning. “King Malloron does not listen to me at all when it comes to what he should be doing. The only time he listens to me is when I am informing him about you.”

Amara blinked, surprised. “You don’t heal him? I thought you said you were his healer?”

The healer inclined her head. “I am the royal healer, yes. But King Malloron is an exceptional Talent-crafter. He is able to mix potions, and weave magic to a standard that is beyond most of what anyone has seen in the known Lands.” She smiled at Amara wryly. “If he needs to be healed, he is not going to wait on me to do it.”

Amara nodded thoughtfully, her mind casting back to the scars on his face when she had attacked him. He hadn't healed those, nor asked anyone else to heal them for him. She dispersed the magical orb. “But if he only listens to you when it comes to me,” Amara said, “then why doesn't he listen about what he needs to do for the pregnancy? If he cares, you should be able to tell him what he should be doing.”

The healer gave her a strangely sad smile. “I tell him how you’re doing,” she explained, her voice soft and slow. “I tell him how the babies are doing. But I cannot tell him what is normal between an Alpha and Omega during their private time.” She lifted her shoulders. “I just don’t have knowledge of that.”

“Wait,” Amara said, holding up a palm. She slipped out of the nest, and climbed off the bed to face the woman. “You said babies. Babies, plural. As in, more than one.”

The healer smiled and nodded. “Yes. You are having twins.” She hesitated. “King Malloron did not inform you of this?”

The shock made her body feel weightless, and for the second time in a matter of days, Amara's world was spinning. A firm hand gripped her elbow, and she was led to the edge of the bed.

“Breathed deeply, Your Majesty,” the healer murmured. “Take your time. Take it slow.”

Amara did what she instructed, breathing slowly in through her nose and blowing it out gently. She was going to have twins. The only twins that she knew were the twin Mothers, Freya and Fern. She wasn’t going to have a child, she was going to have children. Fear spiraled inside her chest, and she suddenly felt like retching. She couldn't let Malloron raise her children. His upbringing hadn't been at all great, and if he was rejecting her now as a mate, that meant he would likely enforce his father's opinions onto his own children. She would not have her children growing up to be like Malloron and his father or his grandfather. But there was no way Malloron would listen to that now, her time to persuade him was shrinking day by day. She was truly beginning to wonder if he didn't care about her anymore. The bond was confused by all the other things going on in her body, she had no way of knowing how he truly felt, and that was frustrating. That was one of the main benefits of the bond. She needed to know his intentions so she could make decisions, especially now children were involved. She had once told herself that she would rather die than give Malloron the tenebris, for the sake of the children in the red dungeon, but what about her own children? Could she stay with him knowing that they were at risk of becoming like his father or grandfather?

Amara took another deep breath. For some reason, when it had been one child in her mind, the risk seemed lower, but now it was two, and now Malloron was treating her this way, her doubts weighed heavier on her.

“Calm down,” the healer said soothingly. “I know it is a shock to hear, but it really is a blessing. King Malloron has been wanting twins in his family for a long time.”

Amara looked up sharply. “How do you know?”

The healer suddenly looked uncomfortable. She sat back down on the bed and dragged her eyes away from Amara to the opposite wall. “I checked his sisters’ pregnancies to see whether any of them had conceived twins.”

“And did they?”

“None that I examined.”

Amara was quiet for a moment. “Why was he looking for twins?”

“Twins are known to be powerful in the Talent,” the healer said slowly. “I assume he was looking to bolster the family line with Talent-crafters predisposed to be powerful.”

“Why?”

“Why not?” The healer said, shrugging. “Surely it couldn't hurt for the Visant family line to be more powerful.”

Amara didn't say a word. Nothing she was hearing was giving her any kind of reassurance that her children would be treated any differently from how the Visant kings grow their heirs.

The healer turned to her. “Your Majesty,” the healer began, “I can advise the king that you require his presence, and that he would do well to listen to you about what your needs are. But I cannot guarantee that he will listen to me.”

“If it is regarding the health of his Omega and his children, I don’t see why he shouldn’t,” Amara said sternly.

The healer leaned toward her. “Do you feel your health is at risk?”

Amara frowned at her. “He doesn’t spend time with me in my nest like he is supposed to. Of course I am at risk!”

The healer’s brown eyes searched hers and she nodded slowly and leaned upright.

Amara turned away, huffing at the woman’s stupid question, and sinking into deep turmoil about this new information. Had she made the wrong choice in deciding to try to build something with Malloron? Regardless of his behavior toward her, there were children to consider now. And if his anger was a barrier in building that Alpha/Omega connection between them that she had hoped for, then that wouldn’t mean anything good. She couldn’t allow her children to suffer the same fate that Malloron had, and his father before him, and probably his father before that. It was an ongoing cycle, from generation to generation, she couldn't allow it to continue. But Malloron was the only one who could break it. And if he remained this way toward her, what were her other options?

Her head spun with all the contrasting thoughts and decisions, reminding her that she had barely slept. “I would appreciate it if you would leave me to get some rest,” she said to the healer.

The healer inclined her head and rose.

“And please do not enter my room again without my explicit permission,” Amara said, an edge to her tone. “Not Malloron’s, mine. An Omega’s nest is a private space that should only be for her and her Alpha. You breached that today, and you were fortunate that you were not attacked.”

The healer stared at her, her eyes wide. “I-I-I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Of course… I…”

“These are the kind of things that are important for you to know,” Amara pointed out. “These are the kind of things, that my Alpha should know.” She swallowed as the sobs threatened, causing the back of her throat ache. “Please leave.”

The healer left swiftly and Amara climbed back into her nest. The bitterness that rose in the back of her throat made her want to scream; it was a wretched decision to make. But if she had to choose between her children and Malloron, she had to choose her children. The idea of being without him sent her into a downward spiral of despair, but Malloron had had his chance.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

MALLORON

 

Malloron was still waiting to see the benefits of the soul-bond. It was a constant fucking distraction he did not need, one that made him driven by urges that he could do without, at least at this time.

Of course, he had known that he would feel Amara within him, but the vibrancy with which the bond existed, surprised him, and not in a pleasant way. He felt the various changes in her mood deeply, in a more connected sense than the constant hum of the tenebris. The hum itself seemed to have faded into the background, because the bond was at the forefront. It distracted him constantly.

The strange thing was, his Omega was with him so intimately, connected to him so deeply, and yet so far out of reach. It pissed him off that he had to act so cold and distant toward her simply because of the power she held over him. Whenever there were tears in her eyes, it was like daggers stabbing his own eyes out. He hated seeing her upset and absolutely despised seeing and hearing her cry. But each time he had to remind himself of the reason why he was doing it. There was a lot more at risk now; it wasn't just about him, it was also about his throne and his people. And his children. 

He had been searching for twins in his family since he read in his grandfather’s research that twins with Visant blood would be particularly powerful. He had suspected one of his sisters would have borne a set, and it turned out Sonila had. But they had remained out of his awareness and reach, then left the Western Lands under the protection of Emperor Drocco. So he was elated when he heard that Amara was pregnant with twins, that he would have powerful children of his own.

The only problem was, he couldn’t tell if his rejection of her was too strict. There was no possible way that he could stay away from her for an entire day, morning to night. Furthermore, it was extremely difficult for him not to spend the night touching and holding her the way that he needed to. It was as though he would die if he didn't, and he wasn't sure it was just because of his own sanity. During the night, Amara was almost as amenable as she had been during her Haze. She kissed his chest and rubbed herself against him, scenting him and sighing into him with such relief, that every single time he wondered if it was worth staying away from her for so long. The pleasure of having her in his arms, tucking her into him, was so complete that he battled with himself every single morning when he left their nest. And there was no mistake about it that it was their nest. She had built a place for him specifically, rolled a blanket next to the pillow for his neck the way he usually slept and prodded him into place whenever she woke to find that he was next to her. That small detail made every single part of him ache that he had to force himself to reject her at all.

But now was not the time for him to be in such conflict about Amara. He had her now, there was no question of whether she was his or not—it had happened. They soul-bonded, they were mates, and nothing could get in the way. So it should not be the case that he was still conflicted about her so deeply.

“Your Majesty?”

Emric’s voice penetrated Malloron’s thoughts. He cleared his throat, leaning forward on the table between them. “What did you say?”

“The number of citizens at the gates have increased. We cannot get supplies in or out of the castle city now—the people have stopped attacking but the sheer number of them make it immensely difficult.” 

Malloron held in a grunt of frustration. As expected, the Western Lands was in an uproar about Malloron’s overthrow of all of the rulers in every country. While Malloron had been thoroughly enjoying Amara in her Haze, each ruler had been taken through portals back to Eiros castle. This was exactly what was planned; however, Malloron's absence after the rulers had been captured had not. He was supposed to have sent out a broadcast to reassure the Western Lands’ citizens that he was now the ruling power and that they were all now citizens of Eiros, the name he was extending to the entire Western Lands. But that had not been what happened. Instead, citizens witnessed strange men capturing their rulers and killing their Talent-crafters. It had caused mass panic.

Emric pursed his lips and raised his blue eyebrows. “Have you thought about addressing them?”

Malloron shook his head firmly. “Not yet. There is still time.”

The rumor that spread about Malloron's queen was the only thing that stopped the entire Land descending into civil war. Many citizens had traveled to Eiros to camp out at the city gates to get answers. While they wanted reassurance that Malloron would protect their well-being, some of them were calling for Malloron to declare his intentions for the Western Lands now that they’d been left without their ruler. And everyone wanted to know whether there truly was a powerful queen.

Malloron refused to say or confirm anything. He needed to think things through, but Amara was making that difficult.

“Do you have a plan for the rulers?” Emric asked tentatively. “I fear the longer you do nothing, the worse it will get out there. We can always use portals to transfer goods if we need to, but in the meantime it is likely to get pretty brutal out there.”

“They need to be made an example of,” Malloron said firmly, lifting his goblet from the table.

“Yes,” Emric said slowly, “but if you kill them, the citizens will certainly revolt, Your Majesty.”

“Maybe, but they will not be able to keep it up forever,” Malloron said. “They will suffer long before anyone in this castle will.”

Emric hesitated. “Do you intend to kill all of the rulers? Even the ones who weren’t involved in Brecc’s plan?”

“None of them sought to punish him for his actions,” Malloron bellowed, slamming his goblet down on the table. “Not even when they found out about the attack on Eiros. All they were concerned about was what I was doing! They chose to disrespect me when they all came to this castle and made demands.”

Emric bowed his head. “I understand, Your Majesty,” he murmured. “What would you like me to do?”

Malloron took a long drink of his ale as he thought. With the land in its current state, he needed to show the citizens that he was a capable and strong leader, willing to go as far as it took to uphold the Visant family line and lead the people of Eiros. And there was still the matter of recovering his grandfather’s research. “Prepare them for questioning. All of them.”

As Emric left, Malloron’s mind, of course, returned to Amara. The healer he had sent in hadn’t been much help—she simply confirmed that Amara and the babies’ physical health were fine and explained that Amara felt he needed to be with her more. But he wasn't sure whether he could put too much emphasis on what Amara said about Omega pregnancy. The whole point of sending the healer in was to give him guidance on how much he could hold back, both physically and emotionally, without damaging her and the children, but the healer simply assured him to follow his instincts. Completely fucking useless advice. When he threatened to slit her throat for her lack of knowledge, she shakily pointed out that she had been with the family for a long time and there was no other who would be able to serve him with the knowledge and history of his family that was required. That was, of course, true. Even though the healer wasn’t aware of the tenebris, she had overseen his birth and the birth of his siblings. Her experience was invaluable to ensure the health of his children.

Malloron exhaled heavily as he got to his feet. He wasn't sure if he could truly stay away from Amara; last night when he had kept himself absent, he’d almost gone crazy. He had once again stood outside her bedroom door, leaning against the frame, trying to talk himself out of going in while her guards stood on either side of the doorway. He couldn't keep doing that. He was king. He couldn't show that kind of weakness for his queen.

There was no doubt he would have to see her tonight, but in the meantime, he needed to make sure that she was safe and healthy. He went to Amara's old bedroom and collected the books he had left there for her to read about Omegas. Surely there had to be something in there that he could learn from, and if not, the only other person he could potentially ask was Emperor Drocco, but that had to be a last resort. Drocco would most certainly not approve of Malloron's decision to hold back from his Omega, and he didn't need his ridiculous righteousness getting in the way of what Malloron needed to do to secure the safety of everything he had been working for.

He headed down the corridor and entered another meeting room. The two women inside jumped to their feet, startled.

“I don’t understand why we have been bought here, Your Majesty,” Elion’s future wife said.

Malloron swept through the room, barely looking at Kyus as he headed to the servant girl, who still clutched her potion bowl like her life depended on it. “I did not ask you to come,” he shot at Kyus.

“Anywhere she goes, I go,” Kyus snapped back, pointing at the servant. “And I cannot understand why you need the potion anyway, you have bonded with Amara, haven’t you?”

“I want to use the potion to suppress the feeling of the bond,” he said to the servant girl. “Can that be done?”

The girl glanced at Kyus who took a sharp breath in. She stormed to stand in front of Malloron, edging the girl out of the way.

“What have you done to Amara?” she demanded, her eyes blazing. “If you have hurt her—”

“Be careful of your tone when speaking to me,” King Malloron bellowed. “Do not think I have forgotten what you are.”

The woman clamped her mouth shut, but her eyes were filled with hatred.

Malloron turned back to the servant girl. “Can you?”

The girl’s eyes flicked between him and Kyus. She cleared her throat. “The potion is only for head trauma, Your Majesty. It cannot penetrate deep enough into the body on the energetic level it would take to impact a soul-bond.”

“What is your name?” Malloron asked her.

“Shaya.”

“Shaya, you have three days to figure out a solution,” Malloron ordered.

“And how is she going to test it?” Kyus bit out. “All potions need testing to ensure they don’t—”

But Malloron was already heading for the door. “Anything you need, ask my assistant,” he said to Shaya. Turning to Kyus he said, “You are welcome to help her but if you get in the way, you will be removed.”

He slammed the door shut without waiting for a response. If they could dim the effect of the bond on him, then he would be able to focus on what he needed to.

“Your Majesty.”

Malloron turned to see Emric rushing down the corridor. “What is it?”

“Duke Valinor is asking for the queen,” Emric said, somewhat bewildered. “He says they spoke while Brecc was holding her in the prison. He said she argued in favor of your rule, and she is the only one he will speak to.”

Malloron bristled. “He's lying.”

“He knows her name,” Emric insisted. “And he can describe her quite accurately—”

Malloron swept past him. “Where is he?”

“He's in his cell,” Emric said, hurrying after him. “But he says he won't speak to you, Your Majesty.”

Malloron didn't bother to respond. Valinor would certainly speak to him, or he would die.

 

***

“I wish to speak to the queen only.”

Malloron snarled at Duke Valinor's audacity. The man had been stripped of all of his grand fabrics and jewelry. He hadn't been fed since he’d been captured, and it was beginning to show. His hoarse voice was due to barely drinking any water, and yet his eyes were defiant. He was a fucking fool as far as Malloron was concerned. A fool that didn’t know when he had lost. “You have no authority to make demands,” Malloron hollered at him. “You’re not even a duke any longer. You have no staff, no wealth, you no longer even have your territory to your name. You only have my mercy. Mine alone. The queen does not factor into this.”

“So you admit she is your queen,” Valinor said dryly. “It was difficult to know whether she was telling the truth. But now I know she was truthful about that, I…” He straightened his shoulders. “I need to speak to her. She is the only one I will negotiate with.”

Malloron frowned, watching the Alpha before him closely. He was known to be an arrogant, quick-tempered man led by his emotions the majority of the time. It was unusual for him to be so calm and levelheaded when faced with the loss of his status and wealth. Curiosity burned through Malloron about what kind of conversation he could have had with Amara. “Then you will die,” he said to him. “The queen will never be available for you to speak to, for any reason. If you choose not to negotiate with me on behalf of your territory, then that is good for me. Your citizens will learn that you do not give a shit about them.”

At that, the Duke stiffened. “My people know that I will do anything to ensure that DarRojan thrives. I have a history of such care of my territory behind my entire rule.” He glared at Malloron. “All you have behind you is a history of doing whatever the fuck you want regardless of the needs of your people. The only thing you care about is the Visant family line and dominating the other countries. Do you think your people haven't noticed? Do you think they're unaware of that?” He made a gruff noise of disapproval. “I have no doubt that I will not be able to return to my territory as ruler anyway so it makes no difference what you say to me here. And that is why I want to speak to the queen.”

Malloron chuckled but there was no humor in it. “You have somehow convinced yourself that you are a righteous man,” he said, shaking his head in disgust. “You are not. Your people are completely aware that you have squandered their wealth on your own vices. They are aware that you use the money that should go to repairing their homes and improving their health on my pleasure chambers. They are aware that your own temper has caused them the loss of many agreements that could have been made with the other countries that would have benefited them. And now they will learn that you and Brecc and Thon tried to overthrow me using magic you do not understand. Do you think they will accept you when I can give them a better offer? Because they fucking won’t!” He leaned forward, his eyes locked with the dukes. “You will tell me everything you know about what Brecc has done, and then I will consider letting you live. But you will never lay your naked eye on the queen again.”

Malloron turned on his heel and stormed out. “Have him visit Brecc as a reminder of the fate that could befall him if he does not abide by my instructions,” Malloron ordered to Emric as he exited the dungeons. Emric nodded and Malloron marched straight to his bedroom.

It irked him that Valinor had wanted to negotiate solely with Amara. What the fuck had been said between them that he felt consultation with Amara would be more beneficial than consultation with him? If she had argued on his behalf, why wasn't the duke willing to negotiate with him directly? How many of the other rulers did Amara speak to? It annoyed him that he did not have the full picture of her time in the prison, but it didn't even occur to him to ask and find out. All he cared about was getting her back, and making sure that she hadn't been violated, nothing else seemed important at the time, but now he needed to know.

He braced himself as he approached his bedroom door. Within the bond, he could feel her mood was low. He hadn't seen her now since yesterday afternoon, so there was no guarantee what was going to happen once he entered.

 

***

His rooms were dark.

He frowned as he closed the door. It was the middle of the day, there was no reason for any of the drapes to be closed. He navigated through the living area looking for Amara. Her scent softened the air, and he found his body reacting instantly in so many different ways. Of course his cock hardened, but also the desire to have her in his arms again slammed into him full force. He searched the entire set of rooms and then entered the bedroom last, where she had to be.

She had built her nest on top of the bed, making use of all of the blankets and pillows that he had brought from her rooms back to his own bedroom. His bed had four posts and she used them to tie the blankets on and made a snug enclosed ball in the center of the bed for them. But it looked different from when he saw it last. It looked as though their nest had been shuffled around a little, as though she had rebuilt it, and an irrational annoyance bounded through him at the idea of it, but he wasn't sure why. He approached the nest slowly, knowing she was in there, and searched for the new opening. When he found it he reached in and carefully pulled her out.

She didn't resist, simply whined at the fact she was being moved. She barely even opened her eyes, and Malloron was partly grateful for that because her eyes were what undid him every time. He needed to speak to her.

“Amara.”

She lifted her head to look at him, her brows raising. “Malloron?”

“I need to speak to you,” he said sternly. “Sit up.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Amara pushed herself upright and Malloron released her and moved to stand a few feet from the bed.

“Tell me what happened when you were being held by Brecc.”

She looked up at him, uncertainty in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I want you to tell me about your time there. I want to know exactly what happened, who you spoke to, and everything you did.”

Amara shuffled on the bed, tucking her legs underneath her until she found a comfortable position, and then she remained still for a long moment, as though she was thinking.

“This isn't a request,” Malloron said sternly. “I want to know everything right now.”

“Why?” she asked, glumly. “You want to hear about what Brecc did? You want to hear about how I suffered?”

Malloron tensed, and his anger for Brecc returned full force. He had almost forgotten that Brecc had actually touched her in some way. He hadn't wanted to know any more than that, and he was sure that he still didn’t want to know. He released a growl of annoyance and noticed that Amara shivered in response. She was only wearing her night tunic.

“Why aren’t you dressed?” he asked gruffly. He didn’t need her getting ill.

“What’s the point? You’re only going to shred whatever I put on anyway.”

He growled again, louder and rougher in his annoyance, and she shuddered again but this time it burrowed deeper through her. Every movement of her body was like torture to his cock, his mind, the bond, every-fucking-thing he could feel—he needed to get out of there. “Tell me what you said to Valinor.”

She squinted up at him. “Duke Valinor?” She lifted her shoulders. “We spoke about his support of Brecc. I told him Brecc wouldn’t stop with overthrowing you, he would want to rule himself once you were out of the way.”

Malloron eyed her carefully. “Brecc is not a leader. Valinor is well aware of that. Brecc doesn’t have the capability to lead the Western Lands.”

“But he has no idea of that,” Amara said. “He thinks he can do it successfully. Just like you do.”

Malloron’s face contorted. “What did you say?” he bellowed.

Amara shifted on the bed and lay down on her side, curling her knees up to her chest, then closed her eyes. “You all think you can rule, but you’re all corrupt,” she breathed. “Do you know what I learned in the Omega Compound? Nothing can thrive and be healthy in a hostile environment. This whole Land is hostile. It is cruel and vicious and depraved. Your people will not thrive. Your throne will not thrive. Your children will not thrive.”

A fierce anger irrupted inside him at her casual condemnation. He was her Alpha! She should be praising him and supporting him, and have faith in his abilities to run the Lands. As it stood, she couldn’t even be bothered to look him in the eye as she disrespected him. 

Malloron grabbed her arm and yanked her up onto unsteady feet, fully intending to tell her exactly how suitable he was to run the Lands, show her if he had to, but as soon as her eyes lifted to his, he realized his mistake.

Those fucking eyes. They made him lose every thought in his head. Of course he knew they were stunning—they always had been—but this time they glistened with moisture as they searched his own. And deep within them was a desolation and sorrow that was echoed in the bond. He hadn’t realized what it was before, why the bond had so completely distracted him, but now he could see it, clear as the wisps of magic that always hovered around her when she was distressed. His Omega was suffering more than he’d thought.

“Why didn't you come to me last night?” she whispered.

The question took him by surprise and he wasn't prepared to provide her with an answer while he was caught by the sapphire of her eyes.

She lifted a finger to his face, and every muscle in him relaxed as she traced it over his cheek. It was as though his body was reminded of when she had healed him—that perfect moment when her eyes came back to him and after he had shared the memory of his weakest moment.

“It's not enough,” she mumbled. “The time that you spend with me isn't enough, Malloron. I feel…” Her palm pressed against his cheek and Malloron didn't need to wait for her to continue, he could feel it in the bond. He simply drew her into his arms. 

The moment their bodies touched, the bond trembled inside his chest, stirring deep within him, a strange hope blooming. He pulled her against him and began to purr for her, his deep satisfaction of touching and holding her saturating every single vibration that rocked through his chest.

Amara's moan was so low and so full of gratification that he was filled with a strange sense of glory that he was the one who had caused it. She fixed herself so she could nuzzle his chest and stared up at him, her expression similar to the one he had seen during her Haze.

“Why didn't you come?” she whispered. “Can you not feel that I need you? Do you hate me that much?”

Her words tore through him. Why couldn't she just understand? Why did he have to spell it out? “Surely you don't think that I'm enjoying this,” he said, his voice gruff. “No real Alpha would enjoy this.” Even the dissatisfaction of mating her with his clothes on burned him deep. It was fucking unnatural.

“Then why do you do it?” she said breathlessly, her eyes glistening.

“Why do you think?” he replied, agitated that he had to even defend his actions. “You did this, Amara. Surely you're intelligent enough to figure it out.”

“I can't,” she said, her eyes closing slowly. “I can't tell anymore. I cannot feel you properly anymore. It's too confusing.”

Alarm shot through Malloron. “What do you mean?”

Amara didn't respond. She was barely holding her own weight up, her eyes were closed and her breathing deepened. Malloron gently shook her. “Amara, what do you mean you cannot feel me properly anymore? Tell me what that means.”

Her eyes inched open. “There's too much,” she said. “Too much going on inside me. I can’t tell what is the bond, what is the tenebris, and what is the babies. They all need my attention and I cannot… They blur together sometimes and I just can't…”

Her breathing became erratic and he deepened his purr to soothe her. She calmed and her eyes closed again, and he lifted her into his arms as he realized she probably hadn’t slept all night either. She was exhausted.

He gently climbed into their nest with her and noticed, with disappointment, that there was no longer a space carved out for him. He placed her down; she clung to him, but he already knew he would be staying with her.

As she drifted asleep, Malloron came to the realization that he needed to do something. If Amara wasn’t experiencing the bond properly, that was certainly cause for alarm. His mother had held the tenebris while pregnant, but she had only soul-bonded with his father after it was taken out of her. Plus, the tenebris had never affected his mother the way it had Amara. So while he needed his grandfather’s research to some degree, it wouldn’t provide him with all the answers. He needed to be monitoring Amara more carefully, especially now. 

While he had been unimpressed by the way in which the bond had taken his attention, he could see now that it was because it had been alerting him of her distress—it was just as much of a priority as the tenebris and the children. He needed to make sure that each one remained pure, functional, and unaffected by the others. And yet, it seemed obvious that if his Omega was depressed or despondent, they would indeed all be affected by that. He couldn’t leave her like this—it not only went against everything he had been trying to achieve with his throne, but deep within him something jarred at the idea that he wasn’t providing his bonded mate with what she needed. She shouldn’t have had to ask and she had practically begged him.

He ran a finger over her brow, wondering if there truly was a way to protect himself from her.

Stroking her cheek, he silently cursed the situation.

 

***

“Explain yourself now!” Malloron barked. “You said she was fine.”

To her credit, the healer didn’t back away from him, though it was clear she was shaken. He had ordered the guards outside his rooms to find her and drag her to him as quickly as possible, regardless of what she was doing.

“She is fine, Your Majesty,” the healer insisted. “She and the babies are doing well. I examined them thoroughly three times before she even realized I was in the room.”

Malloron swept around her, his eyes burning. “Magically?”

“Yes.”

Malloron came to a stop behind her. “And are the babies…”

The healer nodded. “They will indeed be powerful.”

A growly hum resounded from Malloron’s throat and he moved to stand in front of her. “She said she cannot feel our soul-bond,” he said, tensely. “That is not normal. She cannot be fine if she cannot feel it.”

At that, the healer frowned. “That is unusual,” she agreed. She lowered her head in thought.

“So what is wrong with her?” Malloron demanded, impatiently. Amara was in a deep sleep in their nest in the bedroom but he knew he couldn’t leave her for too long. 

The healer took a breath and her face puckered as her brows drew together. “You know I cannot tell you anything accurately when I don’t know the full details of her condition, Your Majesty.”

Malloron tensed. He couldn’t tell her about the tenebris, but he still wanted an answer.

“I will tell you that physically she is doing well,” the healer continued. “However, the soul-bond is effected by her relationship and connection with you. So if she cannot feel it, it may be being impacted by your interactions with her. I did notice that she misses you.”

Malloron’s face slacked. “What?”

The healer nodded, somewhat apologetically. “She is very concerned about your absence, Your Majesty.”

“Because of the pregnancy?”

“No. The harm that would come to her from your absence wouldn’t even begin until at least a week or two of complete absence. She claims she is being affected by the short amount of time you spend away from her—she is convinced by it. But, in fact, she simply wants you with her more often. I suspect she desperately misses you when you leave.”

Malloron’s heart lifted. Amara missed him? “Because of the bond?”

The healer pursed her lips. “I doubt it—if she’s not feeling it properly.”

“Then because of…” He struggled to find another reason.

“Because you are her Alpha, Your Majesty,” the healer finished for him, looking at him strangely. “She has created her nest in preparation for a life with you. She wants you to take responsibility for her and the children. And she seems to have tied it to your undivided attention. I’m sure you have lavished her with attention in the past and now she feels what you are providing is not enough.” The healer tilted her head. “If I may be bold, I do think spending all of your spare time with her would ease this concern, but I also suggest letting her know that, with a Land to run, your time may be limited.”

Malloron was speechless. He would never have expected that Amara wanted to see more of him. She had always despised and tolerated his attention.

“The bond is still quite new for her. It may settle after a while. And may I add,” the healer said, haltingly, “please remember I cannot guarantee anything when I don’t have the full information on her.”

Malloron nodded, turning away. “You may go.”

He headed back to the bedroom as the healer left, his mind reeling. If Amara missed him when he was gone… that meant she cared about him. Didn’t it?

He climbed back into their nest and gathered her into him, breathing in her soft scent. After all of her demands for her own space and wanting to be without him, she now wanted him with her? The idea that she might truly want him inched a low ebbing hope over him as he squeezed her tightly. But he had to discard it. Hope would not help him—it never had. Her wanting him with her did not mean he had her loyalty. He sighed into her neck and in response she murmured in her sleep. Why couldn’t things be simpler?

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

AMARA

 

Amara was surprised to wake up in Malloron's arms. She lay still as possible, wondering why he hadn’t left yet. She vaguely remembered that they’d spoken when he pulled her out of her nest, but her mind had been so blurry and tired, she couldn't remember the exact topic of the conversation. It was as though nothing really mattered until she was close to him. It had to be the pregnancy that was causing that, and not just the pregnancy but the fact that he’d abandoned her for so long. 

Inside the nest, she couldn't tell what time of day it was. She couldn't tell if they had slept until late evening, or if it was the middle of the night. Either way, she was immensely glad that he was still in the nest with her.

She lay quietly, listening to his breathing, and slowly became aware that he was not sleeping. She chanced a glance up at him and saw his eyes were indeed open, looking over her head but clearly not seeing anything. He seemed to be in a reflective mood, so she decided to risk a question. “Are you ever going to tell me about the children?”

Immediately he tensed.

Fuck. Wrong question.

Amara breathed shallowly wondering if it had been the right thing to do, but if he wasn't ever planning to tell her, she wasn't sure how she could even continue to keep making excuses for him in her mind. She needed to know how bad it actually was.

When he didn't answer, she glanced up again to see that he was looking down at her, but the cold look in his eyes forced her gaze back down immediately. She shouldn't have asked. Why upset him? She knew it was a dangerous subject to approach, but she just needed to know.

“I don't see how the children are your concern anymore,” he finally said, his voice a low, gruff rumble.

“I will always be concerned about them,” Amara admitted. “I don't know why.”

“Then nothing I say will comfort you,” Malloron said. Much to her horror, he pulled away from her and began to climb out of the nest.

“Wait,” Amara said, almost gasping as she clung to him, trying to prevent him from leaving. He froze, turning back to her waiting for her to speak, but she suddenly had no idea what she was going to say. All she wanted was for him to stay with her and not leave, but verbalizing that desperation felt pointless. 

The coldness in his eyes didn’t change and she reluctantly let him go.

The despondent feeling that had plagued her descended on her again as she listened to him dress and then leave. It was only after the main door to his rooms closed that she realized that he hadn’t actually touched her sexually or taken pleasure in her body at all.

 

***

That morning, Amara decided to explore the castle again, but this time she headed back to the servant’s area that she was familiar with. Her guards followed her as she returned to her servant's quarters and all the areas she used to visit as a servant. It felt strange to see different servants using the service quarters she shared with her team, and seeing all of them bow when she passed them. When she entered the kitchen, the entire staff stopped and stood lined up as though she was inspecting them. She tried to talk to them casually, but many of them were too frightened to even look at her, let alone talk to her. She sighed as she left the servant’s area, wondering if this was going to be her life now, cut off from the people she was most used to. She would never be able to blend in again and without her team, she was completely alone.

As she navigated the corridors, she was reminded of the first time she actually met Malloron—in a dark, less frequented corridor in the depths of the castle. She slowed to a stop as she realized where she was in the castle, and then made a decision. Turning sharply, she suddenly dashed away from her guards. They yelled behind her, but she didn’t pause or hesitate. She ran through the corridors into a part of the castle that hardly anyone visited, wondering how quickly her guards would catch up to her. They didn't. When she reached the pillar she was looking for, she felt for the lever and pulled it before rushing through the wall into the red dungeon.

She halted, trying to suppress her panting as she took in the chamber. It looked exactly as she remembered it, shrouded in darkness with a low sound that vibrated constantly throughout the entire space. She walked among the beds this time, not trying to keep out of sight, and took in the children as they lay on their beds. They all seem to be between a certain age range, but she couldn't be sure what that age range was. The youngest appeared to be around three years old and the oldest could be thirteen, but she had to remember there was another floor above her that she hadn't yet been able to access, she had only seen it on the layout.

Out of the corner of her eye, one of the cloaked figures she had seen on her first visit headed toward her. This time she did not hide, she stood still and waited.

“Your Majesty,” the cloaked figure said, bowing deeply. It was a woman, but it was difficult to see her full face under the hood of the cloak she wore. “This is not a suitable place for you to be. Please allow me to show you how to get back to a safer part of the castle.”

“Is this place not safe?” Amara asked. “Are the children being harmed?”

“It may not be safe for you,” the woman responded.

“And it is for you?”

The woman stepped closer to her. “I am wearing a robe that protects me from the magic surrounding this room,” she explained. “Also, I am not with child.”

Amara started in surprise and eyed the woman carefully. “He told you that I may come here.”

The woman inclined her head. “King Malloron said that you are invested in the children.”

“I have questions.”

The woman shook her head. “Those questions are not ones I can answer. They are questions for King Malloron.”

Amara said nothing. The king would not answer; she had seen it in his eyes this morning. He was no longer willing to give her any further information about anything she wanted to know.

“Please, Your Majesty,” the woman said. “Your safety and the safety of your child are of the utmost importance. It is best you do not stay.”

Amara slowly turned, and then thought of something. “So are you saying that anybody who enters here is going to be in danger unless they are wearing a robe like yours?”

“This robe protects against long-term damage,” the woman explained. “In order for me to care for them, I have to be in here a lot.”

“So you care for the children? And you do not try to help them?”

“I am helping them,” the woman said slowly. “I'm helping the best way I know how.” Before Amara could respond again the woman urged. “Please, Your Majesty.”

Amara didn’t move. “If the king knew I would come, why didn’t he take steps to prevent it? Why did he warn you?”

The woman had nothing to say, although she began to fidget and opened her mouth twice as though she was trying to find a reply other than the truth.

Amara lifted her head, watching her closely. “Is it truly dangerous for me to be in here or are you just trying to get me to leave?”

The woman took a breath, and then she smiled slowly. “No one in your condition has been in this room before,” she said. “The king would prefer that you are not in here, he would prefer not to take any risks, whether it is truly dangerous for you to be in here?” She shrugged. “I don't really know.”

Amara nodded and then turned to walk along the row of beds again. If Malloron had been worried about her health he would have instructed that she be removed. The short time she would be in here wouldn’t affect her babies.

As she passed by the bed of each child, she noticed that, based on their skin tones, they seemed to come from lots of different places, potentially even different parts of the known Lands. She stopped by the bed of a young girl with deep brown sienna skin color whose eyes were the unique blue of the people from Eridemont. The contrast strongly reminded Amara of Zanya and she placed a hand on her forehead as the girl twitched, trying to soothe her. The girl didn't seem to realize she was there and Amara wondered if there was any way to communicate with the children if she held the tenebris.

The cloaked woman approached her again and handed her a cloak of the same color that she wore, advising her to put it on if she was going to stay. Amara was somewhat surprised; surprised that Malloron had warned that she might come and surprised he hadn’t ordered for her to be removed if she did. But when she thought about it, he had never tried to prevent her from accessing the red dungeon. He hadn't even known at first that it was the reason why she had come to the castle, and when he did know, he didn't seem concerned. Maybe he was glad to share the information with someone else? Amara shook her head at the thought. No. That couldn't be the reason. It was more likely that he didn’t think the children would be at risk. He was arrogant enough to believe something like that.

Amara took her time examining the children. They all looked reasonably well, physically, but it was difficult to tell. “How do you take care of the children?” she said to the woman approaching her. “How can you tell if they are doing well?”

“They each have different experiences of the magic they are connected to,” the woman explained. “I maintain the chamber to ensure they do not suffer while they are connected to it.”

“What does the magic do?”

The woman shook her head. “That is not something I know,” she said. “All I know is, it keeps them nourished while they are in a meditative state.”

Amara glanced at the walls, glistening with magic that ran along them. “And they have to be in this room to connect to it?”

“No,” the woman said. “This room helps them to stay comfortably tethered to the magic without distress, but they connect with it themselves.”

Amara snapped to look at her. “They connect to it themselves?”

The woman nodded. “That is all I know.”

Amara thanked her and walked from the room in deep thought. She still wasn't sure how the tenebris came from the children, but if they connected to the magic themselves, how did that work? Did they offer themselves up to be here? Did they know what they were getting themselves into? Where were their parents? She sighed in frustration as she exited the chamber. There were so many questions that needed answers.

As she re-entered the corridor, she saw Emric waiting for her, standing with his hands clasped before him.

She froze for a moment, and then smiled at him. “Good morning, Emric.”

“Good morning, Your Majesty,” he said, dipping his head into a bow. “It is good to see you up and about in the castle.”

Amara thanked him and then headed away from the red dungeon. He kept pace with her. “Where are my guards?” she asked, lightly.

“Unfortunately, they had to be disposed.”

“Disposed…?”

Emric inclined his head. “Killed.”

Amara stopped abruptly. “What?” She stared at him. “Why?”

Emric smiled at her apologetically. “You managed to escape them when they were supposed to be protecting you. That is unforgivable and akin to treason in King Malloron’s eyes. Anyone that fails such a duty must pay the price.”

Amara stared at him, shocked at his casual tone. “But there was no reason to kill them. It wasn’t their fault!” she spluttered before she could continue. “A punishment would have been enough.”

Emric peered at her, his brows twisted in incredulity. “You are His Majesty’s bonded mate, the queen, and the carrier of the future heirs of Eiros. Regardless if you fought hard to escape them, whether you used magic or attempted to damage yourself, they should be with you at all times. That was their job. His Majesty has been very generous to allow you the freedom of the castle, Your Majesty,” he said pointedly. “Any failure in your protection is just not a risk I can tolerate.”

Amara's mouth dropped open. “You ordered them killed? Not Malloron?”

Emric began walking down the corridor again and gave her a sideways glance. “King Malloron would not want to be bothered with this kind of thing,” he explained. “I am very clear on his instructions and preferences about the red dungeon and about you. If I cannot take the initiative when I need to, I am of no use to him.”

Amara kept pace with him while her mind tried to adjust to everything he said. Of course, Emric would need to make those kinds of decisions; he was Malloron's assistant after all. And while she was grateful that Malloron chose not to lock her in a room like he had done before, she was still disturbed by the thought that her impulsive decision to see the red dungeon again, to try to satisfy her curiosity and to see if there was any further information she could give the Mothers, had caused those men their lives.

They remained in silence until they left the servant’s area of the palace. Emric led her through a number of corridors and down into a small quiet corridor where he let her into a neat set of rooms tucked away from view of the main corridor.

“Where are we?” she asked, looking around the room.

“These are my rooms.”

Amara's brow shot up in surprise. “Your private rooms?”

Emric nodded. “It is nearly noon. You need somewhere quiet to eat.”

Amara hadn’t even thought of that. She looked around the rooms and was surprised to find them neat, tidy, and plainly decorated in creams, tans, and pale soft colors. She wouldn’t have guessed that Emric lived in such a place. He dressed so vibrantly that it almost seemed like a complete mismatch. 

Her food arrived within a few moments, complete with its own table and chair, and Emric gestured for her to sit while he pulled over a seat, then joined her with bowls and plates of food he had already prepared for himself.

“How are you finding being queen?” he asked, as they both began to eat.

Amara's sigh was heavy. She searched for words to try to explain, but she couldn't.

“It's that great, is it?” Emric said, a warm smile on his face. “You will get used to it, Your Majesty. It may not seem like something you can deal with now, but I assure you, you have what it takes to be a great queen.”

“I’m not a real queen,” Amara told him. “I exist only as Malloron's mate and breeding partner, not as his queen.”

Emric frowned, somewhat offended. “I'm not sure why you believe that, but it's not true. Yes, you are Malloron's mate, but you are also queen to these Lands. Malloron would not have made you such if he did not feel that you are capable.”

Amara placed down her spoon. “You truly believe anything he tells you, don't you?” she said, somewhat sadly. “I'm no queen, Emric. It doesn't matter what he says.”

“I never have any reason to believe that what Malloron tells me is not true,” Emric said sharply. “But in this case, I don't need him to tell me anything. I can tell by the way that he talks about you, and his actions with you, and the way he looks at you. The only reason I even have a mate is because of the way he recognizes how he feels about you.”

“You have a mate?” Amara said in surprise. “I thought you had no friends or family.”

“I don't,” Emric said, his face softening. “But it turns out I do indeed have a mate. And I have rejected him for years.”

“Why?”

Emric said quietly for a moment, his eyes locked with Amara's. Then his shoulders dropped and he looked away. Placing down his spoon, he fixed his hands in his lap. “I have never told anyone this,” he began. “But I'm willing to tell you because I believe you’ll understand.” His voice lowered to a murmur. “You may be the only one who understands.” He took a breath. “When I first arrived at this palace, I was in bad shape. I'd been abused, I was starving, and I was weak. I had no strength and no ability to even explain anything about where I’d come from or who or what I was. 

“King Malloron was a prince at that time. He was the one who offered me work inside the castle as a servant, but I was different from all the other servants, and I didn’t want him to know that so I accepted his job offer and allowed his healer to see to the really serious wounds but didn’t continue to see her once I could walk. I told him I just needed time on my own.

“I became a servant and recovered slowly, but I needed to hide my injuries and my differences. I couldn't allow anyone to see that I wasn't even in a good enough shape to work as a servant in the castle. I tried to keep myself away from most people, tried to find places to hide and sleep separately from the rest of the servants.

“There was one man who started working at a similar time that I started. I only noticed him because he was extremely handsome and extremely confident. He was always the center of attention, and it was clear he enjoyed it. I only ever saw him when we had similar shift patterns, but once we were put into the same quarters.”

Amara picked up her spoon again and began to spoon her soup into her mouth, her eyes on Emric.

“I didn't think anything of it—he didn't pay much attention to me. But one morning, when I returned from a hiding place, he asked me where I had been. Obviously, I didn't want to tell him—it wasn't any of his business anyway. But he was insistent. He said that he noticed I wasn’t in my bed that night, but I didn't know how he could have known. You know what the student quarters are like, there are loads of beds in there and servants get swapped out all the time. And also, our beds weren’t anywhere near each other. I couldn't figure out how he could tell I wasn’t in my bed when the servants next to me had no idea I was absent during the night.”

“They didn't care,” Amara murmured. “But he did.”

Emric’s brows rose, but he continued on. “Anyway, I didn't tell him where I had gone and why and that really annoyed him. He kept asking who I was seeing in the middle of the night. I tried to keep out of his way after that. I swapped quarters with another servant and he didn't really have a way to find me again—there are so many different shifts so it was easy to avoid him. He was very interested in the pleasure chambers King Malloron had started and was keen to be involved with their security. So, while King Malloron was establishing them, he switched between roles. He bragged about it constantly, clearly proud that he had been given such an important job and responsibility. I thought he was generally a sex-crazed idiot and just tried to avoid him as much as possible.

“But then we came across each other again when we were put on the same shift about a month later. When we started, he would ensure that he was always working close to where I was. This didn't bother me at first, it didn't seem like it was anything that he was doing on purpose, but then he began to pay attention to me, which was something that I didn't want at all. He asked my name, how old I was, where I was from, questions about my family… He started off slow, as though it was casual, but soon I realized that he was basically trying to find out everything about me, and I was suspicious about it.

“Once again, I swapped shifts with another servant so I wouldn't have to deal with him, but this time he was not going to let me escape. He sought me out one evening, when I was cleaning one of the lower dungeon corridors and told me that I had better stop avoiding him or he would report me to the king. At this time the king was King Malloron’s father, and I knew that he would not have any reason to keep me if this Alpha, who clearly had his son’s favor, made up lies about me. So I decided to do whatever he asked me to.”

“What did he ask you to do,” Amara asked quietly.

“He wanted to have sex with me.”

Amara nodded. She could have guessed.

“He said it would only be once, and that he wouldn't hurt me.”

“And did he?” Amara asked hesitantly.

Emric shook his head. “It was the only time I enjoyed it in my life at that point.” He paused. “It wasn’t just sex. He held me and talked to me…” he shrugged. “It was so different to what I was used to.”

Amara breathed out, relieved. “So he's the one who is your mate?”

“The story is not finished.” Emric smiled. “A few nights after that happened, another servant approached me. He said the Alpha had recommended me as someone to go to for a good time.”

Amara groaned, closing her eyes.

“There were servants who did this in the castle,” Emric continued. “Exchanging favors for favors. There weren't a lot of them, but they did exist. I had seen the Alpha with this servant who approached me, I knew they were friends. But I didn't expect that he would extend his threat to have me serve his friends. I didn't really have a choice so I did it. And then another one of his friends came, and another, and another. And none of them were gentle. All of them sought to hurt me.”

“Why?” Amara asked, bewildered. “Why did it have to be painful?”

“Because that is what they like.” He hesitated. “And because they were punishing me for what I am.” He squared his shoulders. “I'm a Gamma, Your Majesty. I have no scent.”

Amara started in her chair. That couldn't be right. “That’s not true. I’ve experienced your scent before.” She couldn’t smell it now, but she remembered that she had.

“That was a fabricated scent made with potions,” Emric explained. “It gives a whiff of a Beta scent to make people I first meet think everything is normal. After that they don’t tend to notice I have no scent unless I get very close to them.”

 Amara stared at him in shock. “Gammas are a separate dynamic to Alphas, Betas, and Omegas?”

Emric nodded. “The main identifying part of our dynamic is that we have no scent and we cannot scent others. It is a fascinating phenomenon for a lot of people, and many who enjoy exploring the perverse revel in that kind of phenomena.”

Amara lifted her eyebrows and blew out a breath. She hadn’t ever heard of any other dynamics before, but she could see how the people in this Land would take advantage—they had taken advantage of Omegas well enough. She nodded in understanding, pushing aside her soup bowl and pulling forward a plate of stewed beans. “So what happened next?”

“I decided I had to leave the castle,” Emric said. “It had become so bad that they began approaching me in gangs and organizing times and places where no one would find out what was happening. I knew I couldn't stay to live that kind of life, regardless of how much I felt indebted to the prince. So I made preparations. A couple of days before I planned to leave, a gang got to me. Obviously, I gritted my teeth and aimed to get through it, as usual, but that Alpha interrupted. He stopped what was happening… I couldn't tell why. He seemed angry and attacked one of the other servants after he pulled them off me. While they were fighting, I escaped and did everything I could to stay as far away from them as possible. Luckily, the next day, Malloron approached me. He said that the healer who’d healed my initial wounds had revealed to him that I was different and that, now that he was taking on more responsibilities, he wanted me to make use of my dynamic and skills for the royal family. He said I was to become his assistant and did I have any objections. I told him that I would love to take on the role but would only do so on the condition that I had a private room that no one knew about. I think he thought the request was odd, but he granted it. What I didn't realize at the time was that he also wanted me to speak on his behalf to other officials and investigate various situations both within the Western Lands and internationally, as well as organize the rest of the servants. I didn't realize that he was giving me such control and power. I told him that I wasn't sure I could represent him in such a way—I didn’t have the experience. But he told me the fact I was even concerned about that suggested I was the right person. He said he only asked for three things from me in the role; loyalty, obedience, and truth.”

Emric took a breath and then lifted his glass and drank deeply. Amara watched him closely, shaking her head in disbelief. “But I don’t recall the servants being like that when I was one.”

“That’s because I changed the way things were happening when I started my role. It was a slow process but eventually, I got the servants running the way I would have liked when I was one.”

Of course. That made sense. Amara suddenly wondered if the servants were the only part of Erios that weren’t corrupt.

“I learned only a couple of weeks ago,” Emric continued, “that the Alpha didn't know anything about the abuse because he’d never sent anyone to me. He had spoken about me to his friend but he didn’t know his friend had approached me or told others. The Alpha thought the gang rape only happened that one time when he found me, and he severely injured all who were involved in that particular attack over the following months, which I didn't realize.” Emric leaned forward. “I have been trying to avoid this man for years, since I've been working for King Malloron. All that time, I had no idea he wasn't truly behind what happened to me. He had been trying to convince me to be with him, and,” Emric averted his eyes, “I admit, we have been together again a few times since then, but I still rejected the idea of being with him. It was King Malloron who forced me to give him a chance.

“The point I'm trying to make is that you only see a part of Malloron. You do not see the full picture. You do not see what he does for you, what he is constantly doing for you all the time. You don’t know how concerned he was for you that he discarded his own injuries. You cannot possibly know the anguish that he is in, the pain at the idea that you didn’t care enough to bite him back. I’m only able to see how it has affected him because I have known him for decades and I can tell. He doesn't trust anyone in his life for a reason; I don’t know what it is, but he was letting you in. You destroyed that.”

Amara’s view blurred as tears filled her eyes. “It is not that simple, Emric,” she said. “He lied to me about something he knew was extremely important to me. You were never lied to.”

“Did he lie to you?” Emric asked pointedly. “Or did he simply not tell you the truth? There is a difference. It is a difference that is important here in the Western Lands. I do not know Malloron to be an outright liar. That's not to say he hasn’t before, but where he can, he chooses to be ambiguous.”

Amara sighed with irritation. “But this is the problem,” she said. “How can anyone feel comfortable with the man who chooses to be ambiguous rather than just be truthful? All in order to meet his own selfish desires. The benefit is always for him, never anyone else. How can anyone be comfortable with that? Even your mate did things for you that benefited you not him. Malloron has never done that.”

“He bit you,” Emric snapped. “You think that was solely for him? He could have bitten you at any time before that if he wanted to. Do you think he would have put himself at risk like that for anyone else? I have never known of him to. He was trying to protect you from Brecc, and you would have been protected if you had just bitten him back!”

Amara blinked, surprised at his harsh tone.

Emric bit into his chunk of bread and chewed slowly, his breathing heavy as he avoided her gaze. After a few long moments, he spoke again. “The fact that you were taken meant that we went to war, Your Majesty.” His voice was much calmer, but Amara watched him closely. “Many people were affected by this.” He put his bread down. “Do you know, Emperor Drocco from the Lox Empire did the same thing for his Omega? He traveled here and attacked the castle to get his Omega back. Malloron thought he was an utter fool. He despised him for his weakness and mocked him openly. And yet when the time came, he didn't even think twice about doing the exact same thing—about going even further, in fact, because not every Alpha would have risked biting you with the hope of you biting him back.”

Amara sighed and blinked away her tears. It wasn't as though she didn't know that was true, but it wasn't the full story. “That is not a reason to punish me and his children,” she said quietly. “That is something we should be able to talk about and get past.”

Emric smiled wryly. “You are forgetting who you are talking about. King Malloron doesn’t know how to do that. He is used to cutting out the people in his life he can’t trust. But he can’t do that with you. He’s trying to cope with that the best way he knows how, but it’s difficult for him. He is constantly distracted from what he’s supposed to be doing.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Amara asked suddenly annoyed. “He won’t listen to me. He won’t talk to me. He is making me and the babies suffer—there’s nothing I can do about the damage he is currently inflicting on all of us. He won’t forgive me for it.”

Emric sighed. “I’m telling you because he told me that you cannot choose your bonded mate, and he was right. He forced me to give my Alpha a chance and I’m glad he did.” Emric rose to his feet, holding his plate and bowl, his eyes piercing Amara. “If I thought that you truly understood and accepted him for what he was, then I would be frightfully, but gladly, speaking out of turn and telling him to find a way to forgive you. But I found you in the red dungeon, and I know that you are still not considering what would happen if he lost everything, and how that would affect him or the Lands. As much as you want him to forgive you, you are still working against him. And that, I cannot understand.”

 

***

Emric’s words haunted Amara. She had fully rationalized the reasons why she was still in agreement with the idea of the Mothers taking the children, fully explained to herself why she wanted to get more information to them, but Emric had made her seem selfish for doing so. 

He escorted her back to Malloron's rooms, where two new guards awaited, and then bid her farewell. She wandered around the rooms listlessly, unable to discard the guilt that had risen from his words. It wasn't as though he was completely wrong, Malloron had indeed taken action to support and protect her. The biggest revelation of what Emric had said was that King Malloron was not friends with Emperor Drocco. From the way in which they had acknowledged each other when Cailyn was going back through the portal, Amara had assumed that they were solid allies, she had no idea that Drocco had attacked Eiros Castle to get Cailyn back. That meant, when Malloron brought Cailyn to see her, he would have had to get Drocco to allow it.

The idea he had done that for her made her feel strange. Maybe Emric was right, maybe she didn't know all the things that Malloron did for her. But it wasn't just about that. While Amara could not expect Malloron to change completely for her, she wasn't capable of ignoring the way he treated people like disposable objects. Many of the things that she believed in could not simply be changed overnight, but even if she wanted to, she just couldn’t agree with that. Emric was expecting her to make allowances for Malloron, but what allowances was Malloron making for her? It had to be a give-and-take. And yet Malloron had asked Emric for loyalty, obedience, and truth. Was that what he needed to trust someone? She had only ever given him one of those things.

As the evening stretched into night, Amara made a decision. She would try to repair her relationship with Malloron until the children were born—she had to try, for all their sakes—but if he continued to reject her, she would have to find ways to protect them. After all, he was right; it wasn’t possible to choose your true mate, and since the Mothers had told her that it was all right to choose him if she wanted to, she would. She would choose him and hope that he recognized that.

That night, she was awake when Malloron entered her nest. He pulled her into his arms as he normally did, and began purring for her. She nuzzled into him and soaked in his warmth and attention and the soothing vibration. Once the internal vibrations that existed within her had settled, she kissed his chest. He stilled as she pressed her lips slowly into the smooth skin that covered his taut muscle. She kissed along his chest until she reached his nipple, and then darted her tongue out to lick it. A gruff exhale came from the Alpha and his arms around her tightened. She licked it again, and again, loving the sound from his throat and the way one of his hands lowered to grip her ass and the other buried into her scalp.

She kissed her way back up to the base of his neck and licked the dip in the center moaning at the taste of his skin on her tongue.

In a swift movement, Malloron rolled on top of her, and she spread her legs eagerly as pure delight shot through her.

“Amara.” He said her name as though he was tortured by it, and she could see from his eyes that he was conflicted. She didn't say anything, she simply wrapped her legs around him and tilted her hips. There was no way he couldn't tell that she was aroused and wanted him. It was up to him.

She didn’t have to wait long. He slid into her with one hard thrust and she cried out in both relief and joy. It was the first time she felt his skin against hers while he was inside her since her Haze, and it was fucking incredible. He was so warm and smooth and hard and she couldn't stop running her hands all over him.

He began slow, working in and out of her as though he was trying to savor every moment; he ran a hand over her stomach and then trailed his fingers over her breast until he reached her nipple, playing with it so gently as he filled her to the hilt and then slowly withdrew. The tingling sensations sparked through her, causing her to gasp in both shock and delight. This was what she had always wanted from him, this was what the bond required. For the first time, the bond expanded and revolved, and it actually felt pleasurable within her chest.

Malloron lapped at her nipple, and she couldn't help but moan as he sucked her gently. She gyrated her hips up so that he filled her deeper, and then she began to fuck him from underneath. She just couldn't get enough, she needed more. He was moving too slow and she needed it, desperately.

Malloron gripped her leg and opened her wide, as he lifted from her breast to look at her humping her pussy up on his cock. And then he chuckled.

An incredible swoop in Amara's stomach almost took her breath away. His smile and laughter was the best thing she had heard or seen since arriving back at the castle. She stared at him and he stared back at her, but this time his eyes were soft and warm and looking at her as though she were a puzzle to figure out.

She reached a hand up to cup his cheek. “I'm sorry,” she whispered.

Malloron's eyes widened and he gripped her hips to still her motion.

“I'm sorry I didn't bite you back immediately,” she clarified. “I would have done it eventually. I just wanted answers.” She took a breath. “In the Omega Compound, we are taught to be independent and look after ourselves. I know I’m an Omega, but it’s not in me to allow myself to be looked after. I have a single focus about the children, because they were my biggest mission, and also because they are children. It just doesn't sit well with me that things can happen to them and I don’t do anything about it. It is partly the way we are trained, but it's also the way I am. Do you understand?”

Malloron's eyes never left hers. His warm brown gaze had intensified as she spoke, but she couldn't tell whether he truly understood what she was saying or not. As the silence between them lengthened, the joy she was feeling dipped at the idea that maybe he truly could not understand her or what she was saying. Maybe he didn't care. Maybe he was incapable. Either way, it would put her at a disadvantage if she was the mate of an Alpha who didn’t understand her.

Then she noticed him moving closer to her. She stiffened, her body already clenching around his cock, her legs wrapped around his hips, but as his arms scooped her up, cradling her torso as his lips descended on to hers, she relaxed.

He kissed her as though it was the first time. Slow, explorative, and tender, as though he had never tasted her before. Her tongue grazed against his and she drifted into a comfortable glee as he claimed her mouth, his kisses becoming more urgent and powerful as he delved deeper. Then his hips began to move, withdrawing that incredible cock of his before slamming back in.

His movements were urgent as his kisses became rough and she ran her arms around his neck and stroked her fingers through his hair as he continued to dominate both her mouth and her pussy. He groaned as he worked them both into a heated frenzy, the wet slam between their bodies becoming louder and harder, her legs opening wider as she accepted him in, her back arching as her eyes rolled from the pleasure of how deep he was reaching inside her. Malloron clung to her like a man possessed, gripping her hard and not allowing the sensations all over her body to jolt her mouth away from his.

As her peak hit, a wickedly wild, carnal, shuddering whirlwind gripped her entire body; he growled into her mouth sending a cascade of orgasms rocketing through her. He finally lifted his mouth from hers and fucked her through it, holding her legs open as he caressed and pinched her body.

When her orgasm finally faded, she was crushed underneath him, but her heart soared when she felt the pleasurable pain of the stretch between her legs that signified he knotted her. Finally. She kissed his chest again, as her panting faded, glad that she at last had him the way that she wanted him. One of the vibrations inside her changed, going from a revolving flutter to a soft rumble, and she closed her eyes, taking comfort in it, hoping that she and her Alpha had begun to repair their relationship.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

MALLORON

 

Malloron pulled together threads of magic to create a portal, trying to ignore the joy and sense of satisfaction that had transformed his mood from the encounter with Amara. He shouldn't be feeling that way because he shouldn't be listening to her.

Of course he wanted to believe her, but words were tricky things. They could be taken back when someone's mood changed, they could be used to deceive, as he was completely familiar with. Amara tried to explain who she was, but he already knew who she was. That wasn't the issue, the issue was whether she would commit to him, knowing that they were at odds with each other in many ways. The issue was whether she realized that he could not change himself to be with her, because he was a king. There were certain expectations and behaviors that he had to fulfill in order to rule. She may not like it, but she had to accept it and trust him anyway. And she couldn’t.

As the portal stabilized, Elion stepped through. He moved slow, still suffering from the effects of the battle between Malloron and Brecc’s Talent-crafters.

“I'm glad you’re alive, brother,” Elion greeted.

Malloron said nothing. He gestured to the couch in the meeting room they were in. It was more casual than the ones he usually met merchants in, but he wanted to give Elion one final experience of the nicer side of the castle before he was killed for treason.

He sat on the couch opposite and waited for Elion to start.

“Do you have any wine,” Elion said, grinning nervously.

“I told you I’d give you a chance to explain,” Malloron said fiercely. “This is your chance. I have plenty of other things I need to do, so get on with it.”

Elion took a breath. “You were too young to experience what our childhood was like,” he said. “When I was born, our mother was happy and beautiful. She played with us all the time, she read us stories, and she was involved in every aspect of our lives. She used to have us take over the kitchens during the lazy afternoons and cook our own meals. And even though we couldn’t always create food that was fit for eating, it was a hell of a lot of fun. Father was also much happier. He didn't speak to us as frequently, but he did smile a lot more and allowed us to get away with more too.” Elion paused for a moment before continuing. “After you were born, we noticed that things began to change. Mother was not as happy as she had been, and Father seemed to be constantly angry. He found ways to blame us for everything and they argued frequently. A lot of the time we thought it was because of us, and although Mother tried to assure us that wasn't the case, Father never once confirmed or denied it. We became anxious to please him, to reassure ourselves that the discord in the family was not because of us.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Instead of doing that, he repeatedly told us that you were the only thing that was good about the family. He made you out to be some kind of special child that would go on to do amazing things and save the family from dishonor in the Lands. He also ensured that we hardly spent any time with you. By the time you were eight, a lot of resentment had built.” Elion raised his palms. “I know that none of that was your fault, but we were young too.”

Malloron leaned forward, also resting his elbows on his knees. “I don’t give a shit about what caused your behavior toward me when we were children,” he said in a growl. “I want to know why the fuck you betrayed me by giving our family documents to Brecc. You were the one who warned me about the other rulers. You were the one who was upset when you saw what I did to the temple. You have pretended all this time to have some kind of concern for the royal family when all the time you were helping them to try to destroy me. Why?”

Elion swallowed, his eyes lowering. “I miss them, Malloron. I miss our brothers and sisters.”

Malloron’s face contorted. “What?”

“You were practically brought up as an only child,” Elion said. “But I grew up with them. My love of the Visant family is tied to my memories of my childhood with them. Of course I want the royal family line preserved, but I also wanted my siblings released from the tormented life that you have chosen to give them. I'm not saying that they didn't deserve it,” he added quickly. “But it has been years. They have paid their dues and served their time.”

“So you betrayed me so that they could be released?” Malloron said in disbelief. “You gave Brecc precious and irreplaceable documents just to get those fucks out of their deserved prisons?”

“I wasn't giving him anything that precious to start with,” Elion insisted. “I knew that you would be able to protect yourself and the throne against anything that he would have derived from what I was giving him. But I forgot that Mother had started to distribute Grandfather’s research into different books. Brecc saw a couple of pages that she had sewn into one of the books I gave him, and he used my desire to have our brothers and sisters released to make me get him more.”

Malloron shot to his feet, agitated. So that was how the random page had ended up in the Visant spell book Eighty-four. “Why was Mother distributing it?”

“She was trying to hide them gradually. She said she didn’t want anyone to have knowledge of what Grandfather had done to her,” Elion said. “She didn’t want any other Omega to be subjected to his research.” He watched Malloron as he paced the room. “I thought that might mean it had been powerful, but I didn’t know exactly what she meant.”

“Did she tell you where she distributed them?”

Elion shook his head. “Not all of them. But I should have checked before I gave anything to Brecc.”

Malloron breathed heavily as he clenched and unclenched his fingers, hardly able to believe that Elion had taken steps that led to the destruction of the Visant family for the sake of his brothers and sisters. It was unbelievable. 

“I was counting on the fact that you were proficient in the Talent to challenge anything that Brecc would do with the information,” Elion said miserably, his head low. “Whenever I brought it up, you seemed convinced he could do no harm.”

“I didn’t know he was collecting Grandfather’s fucking research!” Malloron barked.

Elion nodded. “I know.” He looked up. “But you also sometimes mentioned that even if you weren’t able to rule, you weren’t the last of Visant blood, so I hoped that meant you would release them eventually. But I realized that would never be the case.” He watched Malloron as he paced. “And when you took Illora, that cemented my decision to get them out.”

Malloron spun around to face him, growling deep and long. It seemed Elion would never get this fucking dead Beta woman out of his head.

“I decided that even if we had to leave the Western Lands, I wanted to be with the family I was happy with when I was younger.” His voice lowered as his eyes held Malloron. “I know we did horrible things to you, Malloron, and I apologize on behalf of us all for that, but they are my brothers and sisters. You could never understand that kind of connection.”

“Oh, I understood it,” Malloron bellowed. “I understood it until you all broke it. Repeatedly.”

Elion nodded again, his expression somber. He rose to his feet. “What would you like me to do next?”

“What did Brecc promise you when you gave him this information?”

“He said he would get all our siblings released.”

“And did he?”

Elion’s hesitation told Malloron all he needed to know. If his brothers and sisters were smart, they would get out of the Western Lands undetected while it was in chaos. If they weren’t…

“I want you to locate all the books that Mother had sewn Grandfather’s research into. Every single one you can remember.”

Elion inclined his head in agreement. “And then?”

Malloron turned toward the door. “And then you are no longer useful to me, Elion.”

 

***

“Your Majesty,” Emric called, as he hurried up to Malloron in the corridor. “The citizens are starting to riot. Have you thought any more about addressing them?”

“Not yet, Emric,” Malloron barked, irritation burning through him. “I've yet to decide on what to do about the rulers.”

“I understand, Your Majesty,” Emric responded. “How would you like me to deal with the riots? We have a big army now, perhaps I can try to subdue the crowds, or maybe some can be arrested as an example to the others?”

Malloron slowed to a stop, Amara's words resounding in his ears. Nothing can thrive and be healthy in a hostile environment. “No,” he said. “Where are the riots happening?”

“Right outside the castle city gates, Your Majesty. I hear that some are also breaking out in some of the other countries but of course our main priority is Eiros.”

Malloron inhaled deeply as he thought. “It is not just Eiros that I rule now, Emric. Provide those outside the city gates with water, food, clothing, and bedding. Instruct our soldiers to patrol the areas in pairs—one warrior and one Talent-crafter. Do the same for the riots in the other countries.”

Emric stared at him. “But Your Majesty,” he stuttered. “How will I know what is going on in the other countries?”

“Put together a team of assistants to support you, people you believe will do a good job and place them in the different countries. Contact the merchants we have deals with there. Find out from them what is happening and then provide the assistants with whatever they need to correct the behavior. This is not permanent, only a solution for now. The priority is to ensure that the countries do not collapse before we are able to come to some kind of arrangement with the rulers… if we are able to come to any at all.”

Emric nodded, but the way he was blinking suggested he was completely shocked by Malloron's instructions.

“Where is Banon?”

Emric suppressed a smile. “He went to check on the chambers.”

“How do you feel about that?” Malloron asked, watching Emric closely.

Emric shrugged. “I'm not completely comfortable with it, but he takes pride in it. So, it makes sense for me to support him so he is happy.”

Malloron nodded thoughtfully. “For now I need him there. But if in the future there is ever another job that he would prefer to do, I would be open to discussing it.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Emric said, somewhat relieved. “I'm not sure that he will do that for me, but if he has the option at least it’s something we can discuss.”

Malloron nodded thoughtfully. If Banon did indeed ever leave the pleasure chambers for Emric, that would be a big gesture. He had been working in that environment for years. And yet, this was the kind of behavior that mates expected from each other. Out of the two of them, Emric's position was more important. Even if Banon was the Alpha, he had to make a decision about whether he was going to stick with what he was doing or leave for Emric's benefit. And Amara had to decide the same thing.

“Thank you for your support with him,” Emric said, his voice low. “I wouldn't have given him a chance without you. I hope I am as happy with him as you are with Queen Amara.”

Malloron snorted. “I'm sure you are happier than we are at the moment,” he remarked.

“I don't think so,” Emric said, a sly grin on his face. “Whenever she talks about you, it is clear how she feels. You just need a nudge, like Banon and I needed.” He hesitated for a moment. “If we decide to have a ceremony for our bonding, do you think you would attend?”

Malloron blinked, his brows lifting in utter surprise. He was speechless for a moment. Something at the back of his mind told him this was an inappropriate question—that members of the royal family should not be invited to their servant’s private ceremonies. But the nervousness on Emric’s face made him push it aside. “Of course I would. I would be honored.”

A spark of joy lit up Emric’s entire body. “Thank you, Your Majesty, thank you, thank you.” He turned and headed down the corridor, his giddy excitement clear with every step. Malloron watched him go, a grin growing on his face. He couldn’t recall seeing Emric like that before, and he deserved it. 

He turned and headed toward Duke Valinor's cell. It was time to address the things that Amara had said to him about him being capable of ruling. He couldn't deny there was truth to some of the things she said. Everywhere he looked, there was an example of it, even down to what Elion had told him about his childhood. When his mother was happy, her children thrived. And when she wasn't, they didn't. He bore the brunt of that, and although he didn't believe that he turned out worse for it, it certainly made him less desirable to his mate. That could not be denied.

Furthermore, this was the moment he had been waiting for; to rule the entire Lands. And to do that, he had to recognize the failings of the previous system. What was the point in being the king of a hostile and contentious Land where spies could penetrate his home and where many relied on the discord between the ruling powers to get their way? He needed his Land to be different—he needed it to thrive.

When Malloron entered the cell, Duke Valinor shakily got up from his seat. He seemed to have lost his proud edge. He was slimmer, and a haunted look dominated his expression. “You did not need to do that to Brecc,” he said, his voice strained.

Malloron could have laughed. So that's what had him frightened. “Everything Brecc received, he deserved it,” he said. “You do not need to feel sorry for him.”

“He was only scared,” Valinor said, his voice quiet. “He was scared you were taking everything that he was owed. He was scared that you would put his people at risk. He was scared that he would have to end up bowing to the royal family when they had no true power. He did not deserve to have his hands crushed into stumps.” Valinor's eyes lifted to Malloron's. “He didn't deserve to have his tongue pulled from his head.” He turned to look back at the wall of the cell, horror on his face. “He dribbles constantly,” he whispered. “He dribbles blood. He cannot speak, he cannot even open his mouth without blood pouring out.”

“He put himself in that position,” Malloron said sharply. “He could have ruined this entire Land with the energy you allowed him to build. And he learned dangerous magic that could have destroyed us all. He dared to speak and use it to try to tear down my rule so I took his tongue.”

“And his hands?”

“He touched my Omega.”

Valinor gasped. “You have an Omega?”

Malloron inclined his head. “She is the queen.”

Valinor's face stretched in disbelief. “That is what she was,” he rasped. “That is why Brecc was so obsessed with her.”

“Yes. And now he has learned his lesson. He will not survive the week. I hope you won't make the same mistake.”

At that, Valinor swallowed. “I have no intention of taking your Omega, or your queen, or any woman that you want,” he said slowly. “My only concern is my people, and making sure they are not disadvantaged.” He exhaled a slow breath. “I know I haven’t been the greatest ruler, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice low, “but I took on the role of duke to ensure DarRojan and its people remain strong and I still intend to do that.”

“And what if I could support that,” Malloron said slowly. “Would you be willing to support my rule?”

Valinor exhaled heavily and shook his head. “You know as well as I, that has never worked before.”

“What if it could? What if we could find a way?”

“Is it true you own the most popular merchants in every country?”

Malloron stiffened. How the fuck had he known that? He dipped his head in a nod to confirm it. “So you understand that I am being gracious in asking for your support when I could just force it.”

Valinor shook his head and exhaled. “You being a decent ruler to the Western Lands would require you to care about the concerns we have. It would require you to think beyond the throne and the Visant rule. I’m not sure I believe you can do that.”

Malloron pushed down the anger that arose at his words. “Do you think I would put myself in a position to rule, only to ignore what the Lands need?” But as he spoke, he remembered Elion’s future wife, Kyus. She had implied that many things had gone unnoticed in the Lands because the rulers were too concerned about themselves. He was at the center of that because all the rulers were concerned about him—it was the reason she had helped him.

“I don’t know,” Valinor admitted. “You have never shared anything with us about your intentions for the future.”

“And if I did?” Malloron said evenly. “If I shared my vision with you and you ruled by appointment of the Visant family?”

Valinor quietened, his eyes flicking up to Malloron’s, this time thoughtful. “Then I would be open to supporting you. As long as it was possible for me to negotiate for the needs of DarRojan.”

Malloron nodded firmly. 

“Also,” Valinor added, “as long as your queen is involved in the negotiation.”

“Why?” Malloron said sharply.

Valinor pressed his lips together, his eye steady on Malloron’s. “She has been honest.”

 

***

“I’m keen to get back to the Southern Lands. What is taking so long with the restrained?” The shinno watched Malloron from his usual spot on the couch in the middle of his room. This time the room was empty, which Malloron took as a sign of respect. 

During the panic of the citizens of the Western Lands, when Malloron was expected to calm them with a broadcast, some of the shinno’s men were attacked and a few killed. The shinno, while being understanding to some degree, especially when it came to the Alpha rut, was still very annoyed about the fact that deaths had occurred, but there wasn't much Malloron could do at the time, and certainly nothing that he could do now.

“The restrained have to be reconditioned to follow the instructions of your chosen people,” Malloron explained. “I had been waiting for your approval of them before starting this reconditioning, but they are undergoing it now.”

“How long?”

“Another two weeks at the minimum.”

The shinno nodded. He leaned forward, eyeing Malloron. “Are you satisfied with the way things went?”

Malloron nodded. “Thank you for your assistance, and for allowing me to claim the warriors early,” he said, ignoring the uncomfortable unfamiliarity of the words. “I would not have been able to gain the power I have over the Western Lands without you.”

“I'm interested to see what you will do with this power,” the shinno remarked, leaning back. “From what I've seen so far, you are letting the Land descend into mayhem. I'm confused by this plan of action.”

Malloron swallowed the urge to tell the shinno to mind his own fucking business. “I have only just come to an agreement with a significant ruler of the Western Lands,” he explained, tightly. “I am attempting to ensure that the people of the Lands are safe while we negotiate, and then I will make an announcement.”

The Shinno nodded, and rose from his seat. “Then I assume we will formalize your entry to the Nyek tribe in the meantime?”

Malloron hesitated. “Before I join, I need to know exactly what you expect from me.”

The shinno's face darkened. “I expect everything that you expected from me,” he said sharply. “Loyalty, resources, reliability, skills, men, and anything else it would take to help me achieve any goal I need your assistance with.” He glared at Malloron, a silence building between them. “Is that a problem?”

Malloron was silent for a moment. “I must admit,” he said slowly, trying to come to terms with how uncomfortable this made him, “this is new for me. I cannot guarantee that I will be as you expect me to be.”

The shinno held his eyes. “I am aware of that,” he said. “I accept that you may do things differently here, and that you are not understanding of what it takes to be a good tribe member.” He stepped forward slowly, closing the gap between them. “But just know this, any time that you are thinking that it would be easier to deceive me, any time you wonder if there is any worth in this alliance, any time that you think it would be easier to just dismiss anything I am asking for, I want you to think of what I did for you to get your Omega back. And I want you to know that I would do it again any time you need me to, without hesitation.”

Malloron nodded slowly, the uncomfortable feeling within him trickling away as he recognized the fierce determination in the shinno’s eyes. He had seen it before in Emperor Drocco’s eyes when he was determined he would get his Omega back. The shinno was pledging his allegiance to Malloron, and offering more than just men—he was offering his assistance and constant support whenever he needed it. And Malloron couldn’t deny that felt strangely comforting. He decided to give the shinno a chance—if he disappointed him, it would be cause to break the alliance.

Malloron lowered his head. “I very much appreciate that, shinno Kardos,” he said, his voice low. “I am truly honored to have your support and I offer mine in return.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

AMARA

 

Malloron's behavior had changed, but only slightly. He touched her differently and started kissing her again, which she was overjoyed about, but he didn't speak to her. It was as though he decided not to communicate with her at all, even though he had clearly decided to treat her as a mate should. He spent the nights with her, in his arms, and allowed her to touch him and kiss him as much as she wanted to. When she woke in the morning, he was still there, and she found herself delighted by that simple fact. She shuffled with the pillows and blankets, trying to get the right positioning for him, and he let her do it—seemingly amused by her fussing as if it was pointless. When she laid with her back against his chest, she pressed his palm against her stomach, wondering if he could feel the vibration the way that she could. Sometimes it trilled inside her, sometimes it was a slow wave, sometimes it was a busy, buzzing vibration. But she could only truly feel the subtle differences when he was there. When he wasn't, it faded into the background with the other vibrations in her, which she found disappointing.

As such, the pregnancy began to excite her. It made her think about Cailyn and whether she had given birth to her child yet. It made her think about the Mothers and her upbringing. It made her think about Victoya and Taherah and all the other Omegas she had known growing up. She wanted her children to have a happy and joyful life, free from pain and suffering… and that brought her back to Malloron. If she could convince him of the importance of family, maybe she could still have all the things she dreamed her children having. But she didn't know how to do that. All she could do was try to convince him that she would be a good mate to him.

So she indulged in him, and encouraged him to indulge in her. He was inside her all the time. He took pleasure in sucking on her everywhere he pleased. And she took pleasure in his pleasure. Hearing him orgasm was one of the most erotic sounds she had ever heard, and his grunts and growls as he pinned her open, taking pleasure in the deepest core of her, could make her orgasm alone. Something was different between them now, more heightened, and she wasn't sure whether it was the pregnancy, the bond, or just the fact that they were finally in her nest as they should be. She couldn’t completely ignore everything that was unsaid between them but she also didn’t want to upset the delicate balance they’d found.

One morning, she lay in his arms as he stroked his hand through her hair.

“You said there were a lot of different vibrations happening inside you at the same time,” he murmured. “Apart from the soul-bond and the babies, what else is there?”

Amara chewed her lip for a moment before answering. She had never told him that she could feel him with the tenebris, but there was no point in keeping it from him now. She explained the process of connecting and disconnecting from him, and that when she was connected, she felt him inside her.

He silently digested the information. “And you can no longer disconnect from me?” 

 “No. It's very difficult to even pinpoint that vibration separately from the others.”

“So everything is the same as it was before?”

“No,” she confirmed. “Whenever you are with me, the babies’ vibration feels stronger, more defined. But when you’re not they fade away into the others.”

Malloron said nothing more and Amara lifted her head. “Please tell me what the tenebris is,” she murmured, staring into Malloron's eyes.

He growled and grabbed the fleshiest part of her ass tight. “Why are you so obsessed about that?”

“Because it’s inside me, Malloron,” she said, trying to explain. “I want to know what is inside me with my babies and my bond with you.”

He squeezed her ass harder, until it hurt, but he didn’t speak. 

She stroked his chest. “I cannot trust you until you trust me, Malloron.”

“I already tried that, Amara,” he said, sharply. 

She nuzzled her nose into his neck, trying to ignore the pain of his grip. “Let’s try again,” she whispered. “Please. Let’s try.”

The Alpha exhaled gruffly and he released her ass. He rubbed it to soothe it for a long moment, and then spoke. “The tenebris is the childrens' magical energy.”

Amara frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said. The tenebris is the energy that comes in the children's ability to use magic—their Talent.”

Amara gasped and lifted herself up from him. “But children can't use magic.”

“Not true,” Malloron murmured. “Children shouldn’t use magic. But they can if they are taught.”

Uncertainty began to flutter around Amara, and her heart sped up. “And did you teach them magic?”

“No.”

A heavy sigh of relief escaped her. Teaching children magic was illegal in the Western Lands and frowned upon in the East. It shortened their lifespans and made them crazy at a much earlier stage than if they learned it when they were older. It was basically a death sentence, and almost every single society that she was aware of looked down upon it and condemned those who did it. Not only did children have a wilder and more vibrant Talent when they did learn it, but they usually had no self-control and could be dangerous to both themselves and others.

“So who taught them?”

“Usually it's their parents,” Malloron explained. “Sometimes if they are desperate for money, they teach their children the Talent so that they can swindle others or create some kind of entertainment that people pay for. There are those who get sexual gratification from watching children wield magic, or more commonly, watching children have sex with magic.”

Amara contorted her face in disgust. “Sex with magic?”

“Yes,” Malloron said. “That used to be a frequent practice in the Western Lands when my grandfather ruled. As you know magic can create shape and form, and as you know, this Land likes to experiment with new sensations.”

“So how come this didn't continue?”

“Because I didn’t let it. It would have made magic too prevalent in the Lands,” Malloron said. “It was already starting to happen. Magic was privately being distorted and experimented with in all kinds of ways to satisfy the need. And if I was going to become the best Talent-crafter, I couldn't have anybody else using it to that degree.”

“So that's why you created the pleasure chambers,” Amara finished.

“That is one of the reasons,” Malloron agreed. “Not the only reason, but it did help to solve the problem.”

Amara was silent for a long time. She could barely believe that people were doing those kinds of things with magic, let alone with children. “So you use that energy of the Talent in the children? And they don't die or go insane,” she murmured in deep thought. “So you’re helping them really?”

Malloron glanced down at her. “You may wish to see it that way, but the fact is, the tenebris helps me to achieve the goals that I want to achieve, just like it has helped my father and grandfather achieve what they wanted to achieve. You may choose to see us as helping the children, but that is not the intention of using the tenebris.”

Amara nodded, fully aware that he was trying to tell her that he was no savior. She could understand that, but the fact still remained that the children did not die or become insane because Malloron's family saw to it that they didn't. “Did any of your family encourage the childrens’ use of the Talent to bolster your numbers for the tenebris?”

Malloron shook his head. “Not that I know of.” He looked at her solemnly. “And there really is no need to do that. The people of this Land do it regularly and frequently. The only reason it is not well-known is because the Visant family have been taking them, and none of their families would dare own up to their illegal practices.”

Amara nodded. “So what happens to the children once they get older? Do they age? When I saw them in the dungeon it seemed as though their bodily functions had stopped, just like an Omega in her Haze. Is it a similar thing?”

“It is similar,” Malloron agreed. “The childrens’ bodies grow out of the ability to access magic when they don’t use it. But it takes years for that the happen. Once the ability is worn out, the children are released.”

“Where do they go?” Amara asked bewildered.

“There are special places that they are taken. Quiet societies who need workers for simple jobs. As far as I know, none of them have ever been a problem in any of these places.”

Amara didn't like the idea. Anything could happen to the children once they had left Eiros, but at least they were alive.

“But from what I understand, the most ideal place for them to be is where an Omega is.”

Amara snapped a look at him. “How do you know?”

“It was in Grandfather’s research,” Malloron explained. “There is a reason why Omegas are suitable for tenebris, and it is because it comes from children. Omegas tend to have significant mothering inclinations. The truer the Omega, the better their connection with the tenebris.”

“What is a true Omega?”

“It is an Omega that has an Alpha father and Omega mother.”

Amara pursed her lips, indifferent to the idea. She had no idea who her father and mother had been, and it didn't seem to matter anyway. As she continued to contemplate, she noticed that Malloron was peering down at her.

“I appreciate you are trying to be honest,” he said. “But there are some things that simply cannot change. The fact is, I cannot survive without the tenebris now. So you either have to fully accept that, or continue with actions that will destroy us both. Because if I cannot survive, neither can you.”

Amara stared up at him, the new understanding dawning. It wasn’t just that the tenebris was inside her, but she was bonded to him now. If anything happened to the children in the red dungeon that affected her mate…

“Are you satisfied with my response?”

She smiled. “They have certainly made me think. Thank you for telling me.”

He rumbled in response, his eyes not leaving hers, and her smile widened as she felt his lengthening cock on her thigh. Reaching down, she began to take pleasure in his pleasure once again.

 

***

“We need to hurry, Your Majesty.” Emric was practically hopping from foot to foot.

“I don't see what the rush is,” Amara complained. “You only came in here a few moments ago.”

“I didn't realize how long it would take you to get ready,” Emric huffed.

“I didn't realize I was going anywhere at all,” Amara exclaimed. As she wrangled with the elaborate, puffy dress that she was supposed to wear, she asked, “Where are we going anyway?”

“It is a ceremony that celebrates Malloron joining the Nyek tribe.”

Amara froze. “The what tribe?”

“Your Majesty,” Emric hissed, flapping his hands. “Please, keep going. I do not know how they will behave if we are late. We have already disrespected many of their traditions since they’ve been here.”

“Who are you talking about?” Amara asked bewildered, but she continued her battle with the dress.

“Our guests. We have had guests in the castle for a while now.”

“Oh,” Amara said in understanding. “The strange Alphas? The ones I met in the corridor?”

“Yes,” Emric confirmed. “They are from the Southern Lands, and they are returning to their home very soon.”

“Is Malloron going with them?” Amara asked frowning. “Why is he joining the tribe?”

“Every time you talk, you slow down,” Emric pointed out, somewhat sharply, his irritation clear. “I will wait for you outside.”

Amara held in a giggle. “Or you could help me,” she called as he opened the door.

“If I want to keep my hands, I would do well not to touch you,” Emric remarked, before exiting the room.

Finally, Amara was fully dressed. One of the royal dress maids pinned her hair up and added appropriate jewelry, before fixing a thin, golden crown on her head. Amara had been completely blown away by the crown. It was utterly beautiful; delicate, uniquely designed, and sparkling with gemstones. She had never seen anything like it before. As she walked down the corridor, she was worried it would slide off her head even though it was secure.

“There is no point in rushing to get ready if you are also going to walk slowly,” Emric said, his irritation worse.

“I'm just trying to get used to the shoes and this crown,” Amara said.

Emric peered up at her head. “The crown won’t fall off. It has been custom made to fit you.”

Amara’s eyebrows rose. “It has?”

“Of course,” Emric said, rolling his eyes. “You do not possibly think Malloron would have you wearing someone else's crown do you?”

No. Of course he wouldn’t. Amara simply grinned at him.

Emric sighed and shook his head, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “I have to say, you do look stunning. King Malloron will not be able to keep himself from you, I guarantee it.”

The idea made Amara giddy, but she tried to hold it in. He had left her this morning with a series of kisses and promised that he would be back soon. He never mentioned anything about the ceremony, so she could only assume that he hadn’t known about it either. She was intrigued about seeing the new Alphas again, but she was more excited about seeing Malloron.

The ceremony took place in a small hall Amara had never been to before. Many of the strange Alphas filled the space, but in the center stood the large Alpha she had seen in the corridor. He seemed more rugged than she remembered, still covered in patterned black lines and wearing strange clothing. For some reason, he looked fiercely angry and Amara suddenly wondered if this was indeed a celebration. His blond hair and large size made him stand out against all the other dark-haired Alphas that surrounded him.

Malloron stood in the center of the room, opposite him, and Amara’s mouth went dry at the sight of him. He stood dressed in a rich indigo robe and silk tunic with patterned boots, and held a thick golden staff encrusted with gems and intricate patterns throughout. At its head was a large gemstone, larger than Amara's fist, surrounded by four pointed stems of gold that held a shard of what looked like magic at their tips, which seemed to be holding the gemstone in place. 

Malloron's hair had been combed through, and Amara suddenly realized it had grown since she had first seen him; his hair lengthened past his chin down the back of his neck. He also wore a golden crown. She could barely believe that he was her Alpha. He looked so regal and royal and so handsome, especially the fact that he was surrounded by much more rugged Alphas; the sight of him sent shivers to Amara's core. 

Malloron turned to look at her, the whole room did, but she could only see him. His eyes widened as he took in her dress and her crown, and that pleasurable feeling pulsed in her chest. Amara made her way to him, Emric escorting her through the warriors, and when she arrived, he took her hand and pulled her close to him. “You are fucking beautiful,” he said, matter-of-factly.

“So are you,” she responded. “I've never seen you wearing a crown before.”

“It is usually only for certain occasions,” he said wryly. “But I have to say yours does suit you. A lot.” The look in his eyes change. “I think it might be the only thing you will be permitted to wear in our nest.”

Amara tried so hard not to grin like a fool, but he’d said their nest!

“Today we welcome a new brother to our tribe,” called out the blond Alpha suddenly. “He has proven himself to be worthy of the Nyek name, fighting with us, supporting us, entering into honest negotiations, and endeavoring to be a good ally.” The Alpha turned to the rest of the room. “King Malloron may not be a Southern Lander, but I have witnessed much since I've been here, and I have been impressed with his actions.” He turned back to look at Amara. “Particularly with regards to his Omega.”

The entire room began to murmur and the blond Alpha held his hand up. “Yes, King Malloron has an Omega, but there is no need for alarm. I will have an announcement regarding that as we travel home.”

Amara glanced at Malloron wondering if he knew what the Alpha was talking about, but Malloron remained calm, his eyes on the blond.

“Any brother of the Nyek tribe will know that we honor our Omegas, and Malloron has shown that repeatedly during our time here, even when it seemed that he was disrespecting us. Almost all of his interactions with me have been around the concern for his Omega, and I hold the highest respect for him for that.”

Amara glanced at Malloron again, this time in shock. What the hell had he done?

“I am particularly pleased that his Omega is good-looking,” the blond alpha said, and some of the other Alphas in the room chuckled. “And I'm certainly relieved that her scent is more pleasing today than what I experienced from her in the past.”

Malloron growled and yanked Amara against him, and slightly behind him, snarling at the blond Alpha.

The entire hall erupted in laughter, although Malloron clearly could not see what was so funny. Amara grinned and wrapped her arms around him, pressing herself against him tightly, and trying to soothe him.

“No one here is going to take your Omega.” The blond Alpha grinned. “We celebrate her with you. We are brothers, and we will be here for you as you will be for us.” He continued to say something else, raising his voice around the hall, but it was a language that Amara didn't understand. The other Alphas apparently understood because they all yelled in unison, punching their fists up into the air.

Amara jumped in shock, but Malloron wound his arm around her and kept her close to him.

When the blond Alpha returned his attention back to Malloron, he grinned at them both. “Expose your arm,” he ordered.

Malloron hesitated for a moment and then released Amara to roll up the sleeve of his tunic.

One of the Alphas next to the blond stepped forward with a needle, and a potion bowl. “Congratulations on your first mark of honor,” the Alpha said. “This one is for your bravery in battle, and for your leadership and guidance to help us secure this Land.”

The Alpha holding the ball dipped the needle in the potion ball and the tip of the needle glowed. He carefully marked Malloron's arm. And as he did so, the blond Alpha chanted in his language.

“Malloron,” Amara said, suddenly unsure. “What is happening?”

“This is just me joining the tribe, Amara,” Malloron said to her, dragging his eyes from the needle to look at her. “There's nothing to worry about; it will be over soon.”

“Why do you have to join the tribe?”

“It was part of an agreement so I could get you back.”

Amara didn't know what to say. He was joining a foreign tribe because he had made an agreement with these people to get her back? It seemed almost ludicrous, and yet she knew that he would do it. It just… it didn't seem like Malloron. Leadership, bravery, and guidance could definitely be him, but not all this talk of brotherhood and honor and loyalty. Where was that coming from? Surely Malloron hadn’t changed that much. Was he really going to uphold his word to these people?

As she watched the ink pressing into his skin, a vibration within her strengthened and increased, but she couldn’t tell which one. She held herself close to Malloron, hoping he would be comforted by her touch.

Finally, the inking had finished, and the blond Alpha asked Malloron to recite words in his language. Once that was done, Malloron was declared a member of the tribe.

“We now have an ally and a brother in the Western Lands,” roared the blond Alpha. “And not only does he reside here, but he also rules!” The entire hall erupted. “The Nyek tribe has expanded!”

Amara turned to Malloron, but he was already looking at her, and as the Alphas around them roared and celebrated and clashed weapons, he drew her close to him, a warm smile on his face, and he was the only thing that mattered.

 

***

Amara returned to her room looking forward to that night. Malloron had certainly been enthusiastic about her dress and had ordered her to keep the crown on until he took it off himself… among other things he intended to do. She was already wet with the anticipation of what was to come.

As she prepared to change into her night tunic, she suddenly felt a familiar magical signal. A burst of magic appeared in her mind’s eye and then faded quickly.

Amara held her breath, a sudden indecision gripping her about what to do. It had to be the Mothers at the Omega Compound—they were the only ones who would be able to get in contact with her. She had sent them a message about the children as soon as she realized the risk to Malloron. Now was the time to explain. She took a breath, and when the magic burst in her mind’s eye again, she took hold of it and sunk her consciousness into it.

“Amara?” A blurry image appeared in her mind’s eye, before clearing.

Amara gasped. “Zanya? Is that you? Are you all right?”

“I am well,” Zanya smiled and Amara almost squealed at the sight of her. “I've missed you so much.”

“And I you,” Amara insisted. “I wasn't sure that I would see you again. You look well.”

Zanya chuckled. “The fresh air in Osorren has done me well, I cannot deny it.”

“How come you’re contacting me? Did the Mothers send you to get me?”

Zanya's expression sobered. “Are you well? I've heard some rumors… Are you being kept well by the king?”

“It has been a tricky start,” Amara admitted. “But we are getting there.”

Zanya frowned. “You are happy to be with him? You are absolutely certain?”

Amara nodded. “He is my true mate. I didn’t believe it for a long time, but I understand the importance now. I understand him differently now.”

Zanya stared at her for a long moment. “I'm shocked,” she admitted. “You never spoke of him favorably when we were in the castle. He was our number one enemy,” she added wryly. “It seems strange that now you are saying he is your true mate.” She hesitated. “Are you sure?”

Amara nodded. “I was in denial about it for a long time,” she said. “But, it's an obvious truth that I cannot ignore.”

“What about all the things he’s done? Are you going to settle with that?” Zanya asked, somewhat bewildered. “A lot of people have suffered because of him. How are you going to live with yourself if that continues?”

“I don’t know,” Amara admitted. “There is a lot still for me to figure out. I know I cannot live with him in the life that he has made for himself, but I hope that I can find a way to make a new life, a life that helps others.”

Zanya shook her head slowly. “I feel that you are still in denial,” she said, evenly. “There is much that Malloron has done to the people of this Land. Much he is doing now even. I don't see how you can change that to such a drastic degree.”

“There is a lot to understand.”

“Perhaps,” Zanya said. “But understanding does not change those people's experiences.”

Amara hesitated. “When you say there is much he is doing now what do you mean?”

“He has captured the rulers across the Lands. There are no rulers running any of the countries, there hasn't been for a couple of weeks. Everything is chaos. People are fighting, there have been riots, societies have been torn apart due to fear about what the king is going to do. He hasn't yet made any kind of statement about his intentions, and people still think that he has some kind of weapon against him. Some magical weapon that he can use to destroy all of the lands.”

Amara scoffed. “That is just silly.”

“It's not that silly when you are living in one of those lands,” Zanya insisted. “When you have no idea if your family will survive to the next day.” She sighed. “I know I'm not telling you anything you don't know, but if the king makes the wrong move with the rest of the Lands, everything will be worse than before. I know you think you can make a difference, but if you are stuck in the castle and cannot see what is happening, how can you possibly help anybody?”

Amara frowned. “I'm not here as a spy,” she pointed out. “I'm here as his mate.”

“Then you will be of no use to anyone at all,” Zanya said sharply. “Because as his mate, you may not be told anything that he is doing.”

“And what about as queen?”

At that, Zanya's brows raised. “Queen of the Western Lands?” She nodded thoughtfully. “That would indeed be something if you were able to make decisions. But I would have to believe it when I see it.” She grinned. “If anybody can do it you can.”

Amara smiled. “Thank you.” Something suddenly occurred to her. “How come you can contact me here? You haven't been able to contact me before, have you?”

Zanya shook her head. “It's very difficult to get any kind of contact while outside of the castle.”

Amara stilled. “You're in the castle?”

Zanya nodded, smiling. “We’ve finally come to get the children. We are just sending the last of them through the portal now.”

Amara jerked. “Wait,” she said urgently. “You can't take them. There is much more to know about them before you can take them.”

“Anything we need to know you can tell us when we have them,” Zanya said. “We had to take the opportunity while it was available to us.”

“No, you don't understand. They need to be in that chamber!”

Zanya frowned at her. “You know what’s happening to them, to the children?”

“Yes,” Amara said urgently. “And I need you to leave them where they are. Didn’t the Mothers get my message?”

Zanya shook her head. “No, we didn’t. But it's too late for that. I just sent the last of them through.”

“Where are you taking them?”

“To the Omega Compound,” Zanya said hesitantly. “Mother Orlee is here if you are able to come and speak to her.”

Amara disconnected from the link as quickly as she could and then ran out of the room. The guards started in surprise as she burst out of the door, but she didn't even see them. She raced to the underground area of the castle, her mind turning over the scenario. If the children were going to the Omega Compound that might be all right for them, but what would happen to Malloron if they were no longer in the room that held the spell to keep them secure and connected to the tenebris? He had said that he wouldn’t survive without them. It was too risky to even take a chance on removing them now. No wonder one of the vibrations within her had suddenly changed—it was the tenebris.

She weaved through the corridors, rushing to get to the dungeons as quickly as possible. By the time she reached the area, she was sweating and panting, her guards running with her.

Pulling the lever, she hurried through the wall, but her guards didn’t follow.

The chamber was now empty with only a large portal at one end that shone brightly, lighting up the entire space. About three cloaked bodies lay on the floor, and Amara did not doubt that the woman she had spoken to was one of them.

She rushed to the portal, toward her team. The ones she worked with directly were all there; Lisara, Helenka, Zanya, and Kekia, and her heart sang that they all looked safe and well. They all grinned at her as she neared, and she grinned back, but something was different now. Even though they looked the same, she didn’t feel like one of them anymore and they had to learn that.

“You need to put the children back,” she called. “There's more going on here than you know. It is too dangerous for the children to leave this room; it is shrouded by spells that keep them safe.”

Lisara sobered. “It has already been done, Amara. I understand that you are now with the king. He may have swayed your opinions, but it does not change the fact that these children were suffering.”

“No, they weren’t!” Amara snapped. “They were never suffering. That is not what I told the Mothers.”

“You didn't tell the Mothers enough for us to not do this,” Kekia said, frowning. “Last time we spoke to him you gave your approval.”

“I have since learned more,” Amara insisted. “You need to put the children back.”

“It is out of our hands. We don't have the authority.”

“Who does?”

Zanya looked at her strangely. “The Mothers, of course.” She gestured to the portal. “You may speak to them if you wish.”

Amara marched toward the portal and stepped through. She stilled as the familiar smell of the Omega Compound surrounded her. The sunlight almost blinded her, and as her eyes adjusted, she realized it was afternoon in the Eastern Lands, where the Omega Compound was based. However, when she looked around, she didn't recognize this part of the compound. This area seemed to be closed off—there were no other Omegas and it was extremely quiet. Before her rows and rows of beds with the children hovered at hip height. Her team had simply directed their beds through the portal. She couldn't guess how many there were, but it was more than she'd ever seen.

“Amara.”

She turned to see Mother Orlee smiling at her. “Mother Orlee,” she breathed.

Orlee hugged her and she was instantly reminded of moments of her childhood. This had once been her home.

“I'm so glad you are here,” Mother Orlee said, pulling back to look at her. “You have indeed grown into a beautiful woman. I am amazed to see that crown on your head.”

Amara jolted in surprise as she realized she was still wearing the clothes from the celebration. She looked at Mother Orlee carefully. “You told me I could choose him and you wouldn't hold it against me.”

Mother Orlee smiled, but it was a sad one. “Indeed. I'm sure you realized by now that he is your true mate?”

Amara inhaled a breath. “How did you know?”

“He was able to detect you while you were blocked,” Mother Orlee explained. “It happened between you differently from what we usually hear about, but it still happened nonetheless.” She hesitated. “I am happy for you, I truly am. If anybody told me that you and King Malloron were true mates a year ago, I would have sworn that they were insane.” She laughed. “But we cannot choose our true mates.”

Amara's heart soared at her words. It was almost as though Orlee was giving her permission to be on Malloron side. “No, we cannot,” she agreed. She took a breath. “Mother, I need to tell you about the children. It is not as we thought.”

Mother Orlee's expression sobered. “What do you mean?”

“They are in danger here. The chamber they were in keeps them tethered.”

“Tethered to what?” Mother Orlee said, alarmed.

The flurry of movement next to her caught Amara's eye. Her team was suddenly rushing through the portal. “What’s happening?”

“We've been detected,” Zanya shouted. “Quickly, quickly come through.” She beckoned the others as they hurried through the portal.

“No,” Amara said quickly. “Wait!”

As the final person stepped through, a number of men rushed into the chamber, including her guards, and she saw Malloron running into the middle of the space. He froze when he saw her, the shock on his face turning her insides to stone.

And then the portal twisted, shifted, and dissipated.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

MALLORON

 

Malloron stood in the center of the red dungeon, his heart pounding as the portal dissipated into nothing, breaking his eye contact with his Omega on the other side.

His whole body went numb as the obvious truth burned into his mind. Amara was still working with the Omega Mothers against him. There was no other way that they would be able to get into the dungeon, or even know where it was unless she had told them recently, and now she escaped with them to wherever the portal led.

He stood frozen as his men examined the lingering energy of the portal, numerous emotions battering his chest as he tried to pinpoint what his next step should be, but he couldn’t focus. He was completely thrown by the sight of his Omega betraying him, once again, even though he had sworn he wouldn’t let it happen; even though she had tried to convince him that they could start again.

Seeing her gorgeous form with that crown on her head had been incredible. He couldn’t recall another moment in his life when he was so enraptured by anything. The ceremony had taken on a different meaning with her there and for the first time, he realized what it could feel like to not be alone, to have someone who would share his throne with him, who would talk about things with him—someone who belonged to him who he could care for. It was in that moment that he decided he would bring her into the negotiations with Valinor, that he would share her existence with the Lands and celebrate her the way she should be honored. Of course, he knew that it would take some time for Amara to accept some of the things that they had talked about, but since the time they had gained that closeness when she was blind, it was as though he couldn’t close his mind to the possibility of what they could have. 

Yet he had, once again, been lulled into a false sense of belief that she understood his needs and wouldn’t act against him again—at least not in such a detrimental way… that she would take the children after he already explained that he wouldn’t be able to survive without the tenebris.

“The portal led to somewhere in the Eastern Lands,” one of his Talent-crafters said. “We could recreate it; it shouldn’t take too long but we have no anchor on the other side.”

Malloron stared at the point where the portal had been. They could chase after her, but then what? What would he go there to do? Collect the Omega that betrayed him twice? Take the children back?

Even if he did that, what would be his next step? He thought he could cut himself off from her emotionally, but he saw now that it was impossible. He couldn’t do it. Not only was it hard for him, but it hurt her too. He loved her too much. And he realized that he didn’t want to do it. He’d had a glimpse of what it could be like to have her as his queen and he wanted that above everything else. He wanted her to talk with him like she had after he’d shared his memories, he wanted her helping him to figure things out like she’d helped him find the reason for her blindness, he wanted her to be proud to be by his side like he thought she was during the Nyek tribe joining ceremony. But he would never have any of that because she didn’t really want to be with him. She had made that known to him multiple times but he hadn’t listened. He had forced the bond on her because he felt so right with her, and been so fiercely caught up in what he wanted that he never saw the risks—twice now there were risks that he had not seen.

If he forced her to come back, how could he live alongside an Omega who was constantly aiming to betray him? He could keep her locked up, but then she would be unhappy, and he would be unhappy. He had never expected to want her so much, never even wanted to at first, but it was clear he couldn’t have her and the throne. And his need for one paled in comparison to his need for the other.

He had been a fool. Just like his father.

“What would you like us to do. Your Majesty,” one of his men said, knocking him out of his thoughts.

Malloron looked around the room, realizing that his men were waiting for him to give them an instruction. Amazingly, some of the Southern Land warriors were among them, and his heart sank even further that now that he had everything he’d always wanted, it didn't really matter because he only wanted the one thing he never knew he needed; his Omega. If he had to choose, it would have to be her. And she was gone.

As he opened his mouth to answer them, the sheen of the magic that ran along the wall of the chamber caught his eye. He tensed, suddenly alert as he realized what his main concern should be. The children had been removed from the chamber, which meant that they were no longer tethered to the magic that would keep them comfortable while their Talent was used. If they became uncomfortable, there was no telling what would happen to the tenebris. And it was currently inside Amara!

Panic began to build. Just because she was an Omega did not mean that she would not suffer with the tenebris inside her. There was no telling what could happen once the children were removed from the safety of the chamber. His grandfather had looked at this kind of thing, but his grandfather had never experimented with an Omega who had been so in tune with the tenebris like Amara. Maybe it wouldn't affect her at all, but it could also be detrimental to her being. He couldn’t underestimate the tenebris; it was a wild and untamed energy that could burn her from the inside out, just like it had done with the Beta. He had no idea what could happen to her, and no research existed that could even help him to guess.

The bond in his chest jittered and jumped, and his own panic rocketed as he realized that she could be suffering right now. He turned on the spot, aiming to head to the Visant temple to find an answer, but stopped in his tracks when he realized the temple was still in disarray. It would not help him. The bond crashed in his chest, wave after wave of distress coming from his Omega. What the fuck was happening?!

“Your Majesty?” the man asked him again.

Malloron turned to him slowly. An eerie calmness coming over him as he realized what he had to do. “Leave.”

The man frowned and hesitated. He glanced at the other men the room, who looked just as confused. “Pardon me, Your Majesty?”

“I will deal with this,” Malloron said. “Go.”

The man stood shocked for a moment and then nodded briskly. He tilted his head toward the door to indicate that the other men leave with him, and they all streamed out.

As they left, Emric came rushing in. “Your Majesty,” he said hurriedly. He stopped, looking around in horror. “What happened in here? Where are they all?”

“What is it, Emric?” Malloron said, calmly.

“I don't mean to disturb you,” Emric said, “but you should know that your siblings are here.”

Malloron nodded. He wasn’t that surprised but he’d hoped they might be smart and try to leave the Western Lands. Clearly, their intelligence had not improved over time. “Where are they?”

“They’re using magic to track you through Visant blood,” Emric said, almost apologetically. “They think you have Elion, and they want to take him back.”

“Where is Elion?”

“He asked to be escorted to Valinor's prison to collect the remainder of your grandfather’s research,” Emric said nervously. “He said that he thinks most of it was destroyed with Brecc's manor, but that some of it might still be at the prison. I allowed him to go, because he was escorted. He should be back within the hour.”

“Did he select the books that had spells in them?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Malloron nodded. “Destroy them.”

“Destroy them?” Emric asked, his brows, pulling together. “Are you sure, Your Majesty? This is your grandfather's research.”

“Yes,” Malloron said firmly. “There is something I need to do here, and I think it will be best if the research was destroyed.”

Emric nodded and turned to go, and then hesitated. “Your Majesty,” he said slowly, watching Malloron closely. “Is everything all right? Do you need me to stay? If your siblings are tracking you, they will be able to find you.”

Malloron shook his head. “No, you don't need to stay. I will deal with my siblings. In fact, I need you out of their way.”

Emric nodded and then bowed deeply before moving on.

As he left, the wave-like bond became an intense torrent of dark emotion, and Malloron's panic heightened even further. He had no idea what was happening to Amara, but he could not stand by while she suffered. Especially when she was carrying his children. He had to take action.

Stepping forward and closing his eyes, he began to cast a spell in the Ancient Tongue. It was a spell he thought he would never use, but one that every king was forced to learn, and recite every day of their youth before becoming the king.

As the spell tingled within him, Malloron's mood dropped to the lowest point it had ever been. This was going to be the end of him.

As he finished casting, an enormous pain crashed through his body starting from his scalp to the very tips of his toes as the code that connected his blood to the tenebris was ripped from every inch of him. He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists, forcing himself to get through it, then almost immediately a wave of numbness worked through him slowly, starting in his toes. As each part of him became numb, he lost all feeling and all control over his body. As the numbness ran up his legs, he began to fall.

Within moments, he crumpled to the floor, unable to move. And as the numbness arrived at his head, he lost all feeling in the bond.

Once again he found himself in the position that he thought he would never ever be in, a position that he had sworn he would never allow himself to enter, but there was no other way to release the tenebris from Amara when she was so far away. It was the only way to ensure she was not going to suffer. Once the tenebris left her body, she could help the children however they ended up. She could help his children, and she could help herself. And he would make it his only goal to find her again, even if he could never move unaided for the rest of his life.

A low chuckle caught his attention, but he was completely unable to move to look around the chamber.

Footsteps surrounded him, and instantly he knew whose they were.

“Hello, brother.” Avala’s voice, hoarse and aged, was almost unrecognizable, however, her usual sarcasm and cruel tone was stronger than ever. 

Malloron couldn't feel anything anymore; no emotion and no physical feeling. And it didn’t matter either. All he could hope was that Amara and his children stayed with the Omegas and didn’t return to this Land.

Avala’s voice was suddenly closer. “It seems we have been in this position before.”

Malloron ignored her. Closing his eyes, he thought of his Omega.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

AMARA

 

Amara screamed in horror as the last strands of magic from the portal disappeared into nothing.

All she could see was the sandy horizon of the Omega Compound, spreading way into the distance. She was in the fucking Eastern Lands! The farthest away she could ever be from her Alpha.

“Open it!” she yelled at Zanya, almost hysterically. “Open it back up!”

Zanya stared at her, shocked. “I cannot do that, Amara. I was ordered to—”

Amara spun round to face Mother Orlee. “Open back up the portal, Mother,” she ordered. “I need to go back, the children need to go back.”

Mother Orlee watched her carefully. “You can go back, Amara, but the children cannot. And I am shocked at your suggestion that they do.” She gestured to the children. “This was the point of your entire mission. Why would we return them?”

Amara took a deep breath, trying to push away the almost overwhelming sense of urgency that threatened her self-control. In those few moments their eyes connected, Malloron’s shocked expression had burned into her mind. He thought she was behind this, and she couldn’t bear the thought that he might turn on her again. She wouldn’t survive it. She began to tell Mother Orlee about the tenebris.

She spoke quickly, trying not to leave anything out. As she did, the other Omegas crowded around her, their faces filled with shock and horror. The twin Mothers, Freya and Fern, arrived and silently listened among them, and by the time she finished all of their expressions were unified in disbelief.

“The royal family has been doing this to children for centuries?” Helenka stuttered. She glanced at Mother Orlee. “How is that possible? How could we not have known before now?”

Mother Orlee sighed and turned to look at her. “We did know.”

Amara and her entire team were silent, staring at Mother Orlee. “What?” Kekia managed to get out.

“We didn’t know exactly what was happening to the children,” Mother Orlee clarified. “But we knew that the royal family was doing something with them that made them able to use the Talent without going insane. It has been happening since before we set up the compound and started rescuing Omegas. This… tenebris is how they were able to maintain their rule while Omegas were being enslaved. We didn’t know how they were doing it.”

“So you sent us in there to… find out?” Zanya said, bewildered. “Without telling us exactly what we were looking for?”

Mother Fern stepped forward. “No. We didn’t know what to expect. We had a feeling that the children had something to do with the royal family’s ability to stay sane, but it has only been this current king that compelled us to investigate further.”

“Why?” Amara asked.

“Because he didn’t become immobile like his predecessors,” Mother Freya explained. “Along with the pleasure chambers and his increase in power, we suspected he was doing something different. We worried that he was finding and using Omega children.”

Zanya’s face was crumpled in confusion. She stepped away from the group, speaking slowly as she tried to piece together her thoughts. “So… you knew children were being used in some way, but you didn’t care about intervening until a king came along that was a potential threat to Omega children?” She turned to the Mothers, anger clouding her expression. “So fuck all the other children that weren’t Omegas? Is that the philosophy here?” she thundered.

“In case it skipped by you, our sole priority are Omegas,” Mother Freya snapped. “We cannot save everyone.”

“Yet you do when it suits you,” Kekia snapped back, gesturing to the rows and rows of children.

Amara’s heart pounded in her ears as she tried to make sense of what was being said. The Mothers had known that the royal family had been using children and yet only intervened now. So that meant… “Did you tell me to stay with him so I could report back to you?” she asked, interrupting the argument between Kekia and Mother Freya.

“No,” Mother Orlee assured. “We didn’t expect to hear from you again.”

“So how were you going to find out if he was using Omega children?”

“By collecting them and seeing who is an Omega and who isn’t.”

“And what are you going to do with the children who are not Omegas?” Zanya asked sharply.

“We would find them suitable homes, Zanya,” Mother Fern said, her voice soothing.

“There are no Omegas among the children,” Amara said the realization hitting her. “And you knew that.” She turned to Mother Orlee, a blinding dread gripping her. “We learn magic as children, which means you are able to identify any Omega child and take them before their parents have the chance to teach them the Talent. Why could you not tell if any of the children were Omegas without us having to physically collect them?” 

The Mothers held her gaze, and when none of them answered, she concluded her suspicion. “You were only worried about Malloron becoming too powerful, not the actual children.”

Her team all looked at the Mothers but they didn’t show any sign of cowering to the scrutiny.

“Why?” she asked. “Why does his increased power threaten Omegas?”

Mother Freya laughed. “Surely you cannot be asking that?” she said incredulously. “You are talking about the man who has enslaved an Omega, his own mate, with a dangerous magical power source, a man who kidnaps men and women and forces them into sexual slavery, a man who has manipulated all the rulers into weaker political positions, and a man who intends to take over the entire Western Lands. What do you think would happen if he was successful in all that, Amara?” Her eyes glittered. “The Western Lands were the starting point for Omega slavery in the past. We have to keep an eye on what happens there, especially now that Omegas are returning to society in the Eastern Lands. Do you think a man with all that would stop there? He has already tried to infiltrate the Eastern Lands once.”

“I have to agree,” Kekia said slowly, glancing regretfully at Amara. “He would have enslaved your whole team of Omegas if you hadn’t made a deal with him. He is dangerous. I can understand why the Mothers wanted to find ways to reduce his power.”

Amara’s heart dropped. She couldn’t exactly argue with that. Malloron thought he was doing the Omegas a favor by saving them from the other rulers, but in reality, he was the one who would have enslaved them against their will.

Mother Orlee stepped forward. “The only thing that has proven it might make a difference is you.”

Amara nodded, glumly. “That’s why you told me to stay with him.”

“Only if you wanted to,” Orlee pointed out. “Only if you felt he was truly your mate.”

“Since you left for your mission we have learned that it’s possible for an Alpha to be positively impacted by a true mate pairing,” Mother Fern explained. “But there is obviously no guarantee. So we had to still find out what was happening with the children.”

“So what she just said is true?” Zanya asked. “Your plan was to disrupt King Malloron’s power.”

The Mothers nodded and there was silence.

“So you just lied to our faces,” Lisara scowled.

A strong desolation pulled Amara’s mood so low, she didn’t know what to say. Her actual mission had been to do exactly what Malloron would think she had done; destroy him and his rule. The ironic thing was, she would have had no trouble doing this when she was first sent to the Western Lands, but not now. Not now that she knew what it was like to be with her Alpha. And part of her was completely conflicted about the fact that she still wanted to be loyal to the Mothers. How could she be loyal to them, to the cause she had been training for her whole life, and still want to be with Malloron?

A sharp pain struck her and she gasped, suddenly out of breath. Within her, sharp stabs of pain ricocheted through her whole body. And then, the cloud that was Malloron, began to morph and twist, winding around itself tightly.

Amara grabbed her stomach, bent over from pain. The Omegas around her questioned her and came closer, but she couldn’t even understand what they were saying. All she could do was scream from the pain. What the fuck was happening?

She rose her head to look at the children, but they didn't seem to have moved from their usual stillness.

“We need to get them back,” Zanya shouted to the rest of the team. “We need to reopen the portal.”

“It will take time,” Kekia said. “The chamber is surrounded by magic. It took a long time for us to even create something that would be sturdy in the chamber. We need time.”

Zanya exhaled a harsh breath and turned back to Amara. “Hold on,” she urged. “Hold on, Amara.”

But even as she spoke, Amara began to lose all sense of what was happening, the intensity of the sparks within her body increased, crackling around her insides from into her fingertips to the tip of her nose.

Suddenly, all of the pain rushed to her center, creating a bundle of wild energy, and then shot up her middle and out of the center of her head.

There was a flurry of movement and noise, but Amara could only feel the energy clawing through her. It was the tenebris. It had rooted her feet to the ground, and was spiraling out of the top of her head. The more it released, the less painful it became. When she turned to look at the Omegas, they all had magical orbs ready to attack, their eyes on the energy forming above her head.

“Do not do anything,” she ordered.

Mother Orlee dragged her eyes from the tenebris to look at Amara. “This is dangerous,” she shouted, sternly. “This energy is extremely wild. It is almost identical to the white fire that roams wild in the Wastelands.”

“I know,” Amara shouted back. “It is from the children, though. If you do anything, we may never be able to revive them. Just wait!”

Mother Orlee glanced at the other Mothers and then returned her eyes to Amara and reluctantly nodded. “If it begins to attack in any way, we shall have to try and contain it,” Mother Orlee warned. “We cannot allow it to damage the Omega compound.”

Amara didn't say anything, but she knew she would not allow anyone to do anything to the tenebris. The whole point of saving the children was to ensure that they did not continue to suffer. If the tenebris was attacked by the Mothers, it defeated the point of everything they'd been trying to do, even if helping the children had been a secondary goal.

 As the pain disappeared, Amara glanced up and saw the tenebris hovering over her head, the last of it streaming out. It looked like a cloud of vicious sparking light, revolving and wild.

Amara felt for it, just like when she usually felt for magic, and to her utter surprise, it turned its attention to her just like magic had done when it was inside her. Was this magic capable of following her direction?

She tried to connect to it using her Talent, but nothing happened. She swallowed, thinking carefully about how she could control it. Or maybe she didn’t need to. 

Amara turned her attention to the children and focused on them.

The tenebris stirred in the air and then began to drift over to the children. The Mothers and the other Omegas kept their eyes firmly on it, stepping slowly to follow where it was going.

Amara watched closely, trying to impress her intentions onto the tenebris, and it kept moving until it hovered over the center of the numerous beds.

In a crackle of sound and light, shards of the tenebris shot out into the chests of each child. All of the children jolted, their bodies jerking as the white light entered their chests.

Helenka cried out in shock, and the Mothers rose their hands, ready to do something, but Amara called out to them. “No, don't do anything yet. Wait.”

They all watched, tensed and on edge, as the tenebris streamed into the bodies of the children.

“How is this happening?” Mother Orlee called to Amara, keeping her eyes on the tenebris. “How has it come out of you randomly?”

“It can't,” Amara whispered, suddenly realizing. Only Malloron could do this.

Feeling for the soul-bond, she gasped. Something was wrong. It was twisted, hard and rough. It felt almost as though it was deformed and when she examined it further, a blast of utter despair shuddered through her so deeply that her panic blinded her. Something was wrong with Malloron. His emotional state was beyond anything she had ever felt from him. Whatever he had done with the tenebris had affected him—she couldn't even guess how. She just needed to get back to him.

“Open the portal!” she shouted. “Open it! Open it now!”

“Amara!” Mother Freya snapped. “We cannot do this right now while the tenebris is still entering the children.”

“It is urgent!” Amara yelled. “Something is happening… I need to go back. Now!”

“You have to wait,” Mother Orlee said, apologetically. “Just wait and we’ll try to get you back.”

Amara gritted her teeth as the tenebris became smaller and smaller above the children as it filtered into them. She had spent her life taking orders from the Mothers, but she already made her decision about her future, and it was with Malloron. Regardless of what her mission once was, he was hers. She couldn’t follow orders to wait when she needed to make sure he was all right. 

Turning to where the portal opened, Amara sent her awareness to access magic. Connecting with it, she pulled on it and began to weave the pattern required to make a portal. For some reason, it was harder than normal to do. She tried harder to direct the magic where she wanted it to go but there was no doubt it was more difficult. The Mothers were right—the destination was resistant to incoming portals.

She focused her mind, weaving the magic as quickly as she could. The other Omegas called to her, but she ignored them. None of them had her Alpha's interests at heart, they only cared about the children. Well, they had the children now, her mission was over and she needed to ensure that her future was still possible. If her Alpha died or anything happen to him, she would never forgive herself. She wouldn’t have that sense of completeness again. Not only that but she and her babies would suffer unless she found another Alpha who could be with her during her pregnancy, and she didn't want any other; she wanted Malloron. She wanted him so badly that it almost hurt to think that he may not be there for her.

The portal came together painfully slowly, shuddering as the magic wove together. 

A small hand slipped into hers. Amara glanced down and was shocked to see a young boy of about six years old standing next to her holding her hand and staring at the portal. She glanced up to see the children swinging their legs down off their beds and walking unsteadily toward her. She frowned, alarmed that they could simply get up and walk after years of being in a comatose state, but that was what the magic in the chamber had been for, wasn't it? To preserve their bodies as well as keep them comfortable? She glanced at the other Omegas, and they were solely focused on watching the children as they headed off their beds toward Amara, shocked expressions on their faces. Helenka slowly edged forward and tried to speak to them but they ignored her. She reached out her hand, but as soon as her fingers touched a young girl’s arm, she yelped and yanked her hand back. 

The boy squeezed Amara's hand, pulling her focus back to him, but he didn't look up at her, he only stared at the portal. Another hand slipped into hers on the other side, and Amara turned to see a young girl this time, about ten years old, staring at the portal. The children crowded around her, holding on to her legs and her arms, and as they did, magic became easier to access. The portal formed in a rush of swirling energy, suddenly blooming into a vibrant, colorful sheen of rippling magic.

Amara gasped and tried to jerk her hand away from the children. “You shouldn't use magic,” she tried to tell them. She squeezed the hands of the children. “Do you hear me? It's dangerous. It can hurt you.”

None of them even turned to look at her. Instead, they pulled her forward toward the portal.

She turned wildly to look at the Omegas. “What shall I do?” she called to Mother Orlee. “They are using the Talent and they’re not listening to me. What should I do?”

“Where does this portal go?” Orlee called.

“Back to the chamber,” Amara said, as she was drawn closer to it.

“They are powerful,” Mother Freya murmured. “It took us days to create that portal.”

“There's nothing you can do right now,” Mother Orlee called. “We can’t touch them or use magic on them. Maybe if they go back to the chamber they will feel more comfortable. Try talking to them on the other side.”

“I'm coming with you,” Zanya said firmly.

Amara shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “I don't know what's happening on the other side yet. Let me find out.”

“We can’t allow the children to simply go back to where they came from,” Zanya cried, to no one in particular. “We can’t just send them back to the Western Lands,” she said incredulously. “We took them to try to save them.”

“It seems we have no choice,” Mother Fern said. “They are stronger than us, and they seem to want to return. The best thing we can do is to wait and see what they need and then try and provide for them.”

Their voices faded as Amara neared the portal. It was more powerful than any portal that she had ever experienced before. The magic within it writhed and twisted, exuding a power she had only ever felt from Malloron.

As she went through, the magic flashed over her skin, and suddenly she was back in the dark chamber. She blinked rapidly as her eyes adjusted, and then she saw something that stopped her cold.

A group of people stood in the middle of this chamber, surrounding someone on the floor. They turned to look at her, but she didn't even pay any attention to them. Because the man on the floor was Malloron.

“Who are you?” one of the people demanded. “Who gave you permission to enter into this space?”

Amara drew on magic to prepare for anything they might do. “What are you doing to the king?”

“The king?” one of the women laughed. “He is no longer fit to be the king.”

“Who are you?” Amara said slowly, as a rush of magic surged into her from the children and heightened her every awareness. She could feel everything, the magic in the walls, the magic that hung in the air, all tuned to her and ready for her instruction.

“We are of Visant blood,” said one of the men, turning to face her. “Who the fuck are you?”

Amara eyed them all. They did indeed have a similar look to Malloron—dark hair ranging from black to brown, that chiseled facial structure and dark eyes. They had to be his siblings. Terror and anger shot through her that they stood over him while he lay on the floor, and when she saw a large knife in one of their hands she drew on magic. “I am his queen,” she shot back. “And you are not welcome here.”

The group looked at each other, and then began to move toward her, but she was ready.

Amara instructed the magic to hit them all at once. All of Malloron's siblings were blasted off of their feet and she ran down the center of the chamber to him. The children ran with her, and as she crouched by him, brushing his hair off his face, a shield instantly surrounded them all.

“Malloron,” she said, trying not to panic. He hadn’t moved once since she entered and the feeling in the bond hadn’t improved. “Malloron?”

Slowly, his eyes opened and he focused on her.

“Malloron?” her voice trembled as tears sprang to her eyes. “Malloron, what did you do?”

His eyes softened on her and then widened. They darted to look at the children and then behind her and then back to her eyes. Whatever his brothers and sisters were doing, it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t be able to get past the shield.

Amara scooted close to him and lay down beside him, lifting his arm around her and cuddling up close to him. “What did you do, Malloron?” she asked again, staring into his eyes as the children settled all around them, pushing them closer together.

He didn’t answer, he just stared at her, his eyes so beautifully dark and mellow with a look she could only describe as his version of sorrow. But she knew he couldn’t answer her, because she already knew what he had done.

She leaned forward and kissed him gently, knowing he couldn’t kiss her back. She pressed her body up hard against his, knowing he couldn’t grip her and do it himself. She ran her hands through his hair and stroked his face, knowing he liked it when she touched him. “Why did you do this?” she whispered, kissing along his jaw as tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. “It hurts so much to see you like this, Malloron.” When she pulled back, his eyes sought out hers, pinned to her completely. “To see my king, my Alpha, my powerful Talent-crafter like this.”

He continued to stare into her eyes, but the bond lurched in her chest.

“I wasn’t going with them, Malloron,” she whispered. “I was trying to stop them from taking the children. Why didn’t you wait for me to return? Did you really believe I wouldn’t?”

He blinked, the look in his eyes told her all she needed to know.

She pressed her lips to his. “I am yours, Malloron,” she murmured. “I am truly yours. Nothing will take me away from you. Nothing.”

The bond stirred in her chest again and she pulled away to look him in the eyes. “Do you know why?” she said softly. “Because you cannot choose your true mate. And you are mine.”

Amara tucked her head into his chest and breathed in his scent and as she did the bond shuddered and unraveled and to her amazement, he began to purr. She pressed herself closer to the vibration, relief bounding through her, only to suddenly realize that the vibration was spreading through them and over them at an alarming rate, almost taking a life of its own. She lifted her head to see the children had all laid down around them, interlinked and connected, the vibration passing through everyone.

Amara looked around the room to see that the portal had closed and Malloron’s siblings were locked in a heated argument with his brother, Elion. She frowned, wondering when he had arrived, but Malloron’s arm tightened around her and her attention snapped back to him. He moved his arm!

She snaked her arm around him as he pulled her closer.

“Amara,” he murmured, his husky voice sending tingles throughout her entire body.

“How are you moving?” she gasped. “And talking?”

He held her tightly to him and kissed her so deeply all thoughts went out of her head. She became a puddle of nerves, soft and whimpering in his muscly arms. He grabbed the back of her head and fucking dominated her, growling into her mouth and thrusting his tongue in for her to suck on. This was what she wanted… all the time.

By the time he pulled away, she was utterly breathless, but she smiled up at him, glad to see that fierceness in his eyes when he looked at her.

“I thought you stripped the tenebris from your blood?” she breathed.

“I did. Did it release from you?”

She nodded. “It went back into the children.”

Malloron frowned. “In its raw form?”

Amara hesitated. “What do you mean?”

“Did it go straight back into the children in its raw form? Without filtering out the energies so each child got their own energy back.”

Amara stared at him blankly. “I don’t know. I just… told it to help them.”

Malloron peered at her. “And it responded to you?” 

When she nodded, he looked around at the children lying all around him. “They have connected to me.”

Amara nodded. “Me too.”

He returned his gaze to her. “An Alpha and Omega. What they have always needed.”

“So they will be… all right?” Amara asked hesitantly. “They seem to be…” She didn’t know how to explain that they behaved strangely.

Malloron shook his head. “I don’t know, but their connection to me is allowing me to move.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet,” Malloron said thoughtfully. He refocused on Amara. “You said I am your Alpha.”

Amara held his gaze, the tingles around her body now focused specifically between her legs. “Yes.”

“Did you mean it?”

“Yes.”

Nothing changed in his gaze. “How do you know this now, when you didn’t know it before?”

Amara pressed her lips together. He was still suspicious of her and it made sense he would be. “I made a choice, Malloron. After you bit me to protect me and I got taken, I made contact with the Mothers because it was the only way I could contact anyone. They said they were still coming for the children and I thought that if the Mothers could take the children, I would be free to explore what we have without having to worry about them.” She watched him cautiously for his reaction. His eyes remained focused on her. “I made a choice to try to make it work.” She ran a finger along his cheek. “Because I need you.”

A rumble came out of him that rebounded between them and rippled out over the children.

“I realized that more intensely than ever these last few weeks. I didn’t have a chance to tell the Mothers to stop their mission. I tried to stop them. I—”

“You said you’re my queen,” Malloron interrupted her. “Are you?”

Amara nodded. “I am, Malloron,” she said, taking a deep breath. “And that is one of two conditions I have to talk to you about.”

He frowned. “Conditions?” 

She nodded and took a deep breath. She had no idea how he was going to react to what she was about to say—she had only just realized what she wanted. “I want to be your queen,” she began, “but I want to rule at your side as an equal voice. You told me once that we can continue to debate the things we disagree on, but I want our debates to mean something beyond us. I want them to matter to the people of the Western Lands. I want us to build something worthwhile that I can be proud of as well as you.”

He gazed at her for a long moment. “And your second condition?”

“I want to be a family,” she said, her voice quiet. “I want us to be a unit—me, you, and our children. To be able to trust and love each other, a family no one can touch with lies and hate and jealousy.”

“And do you?” Malloron asked. “Do you trust and… love me?”

Amara smiled. “I have recently realized I can trust you, but I know you need time to trust me.” She leaned forward. “And I do love you, yes.”

He said nothing for a long moment, his eyes remained locked on hers, but in the bond she could feel the lift of his mood and it unraveled back into a gently revolving orb, tucked deep within her ribcage. “I don’t need conditions for you to be mine, Amara,” he said solemnly. “You belong to me already. I do not want or need to make agreements with you for you to recognize that.”

Amara’s heart sunk as she realized he still didn’t understand the difference between her being with him physically and her thriving with him as his mate.

“But,” he continued, his voice softening, “I would be happy for us to make those commitments as vows to each other.”

Amara inhaled in sharply. “Vows?”

“At our wedding.”

Amara’s mouth dropped open. “Wedding?”

Malloron smiled at her slowly, and as he did, a warmth spread through her entire body at the sight of it. “You cannot expect to be a queen without a royal wedding, Amara. That’s not how it works here.”

She laughed but fresh tears filled her eyes at the same time. “So you agree?”

“Of course, I do, chameleon,” he rumbled, sobering as he stroked the back of her head. “I warn you now, you will fight with me and argue with me about many of the plans I’ve made about how I wish to run these Lands. You will shout and glare at me with those beautiful eyes when I won’t do what you want. You will be disappointed that the people of the Western Lands won’t change the way you think they should.” He kissed her again. “But I cannot deny that the Land is ripe for change. I cannot deny that I want you with me as that happens. And I cannot deny that the throne means nothing without you, Amara.”

Amara smiled as both relief and joy spiraled through her. 

He glanced again around at the children. “I am beginning to wonder if both the throne, and the Lands, require an Alpha with his Omega to thrive.”

The remainder of the thought he didn’t say ran across her mind; like the children. Amara pursed her lips, a thought occurring to her. “Has there ever been an Alpha and Omega ruling couple in these Lands?”

Malloron squinted as he thought. “I think there was, sometime far in the past, though. I would need to look it up.”

Amara nodded and suddenly realized where they were, she lifted her head to look around and saw that Elion now stood on his own in the chambers, watching them.

“Can you move?” she asked Malloron. “Can you get up?”

Malloron shrugged. “We shall see.” He began to move, and as he did, the children moved too. Half of them stayed close to him as he rose to his feet, clinging to his legs and slipping their hands into his. The other half did the same with Amara as she got to her feet.

“How do you feel?” she asked Malloron.

“Normal,” he said suspiciously as he glanced at the children.

“I have to say I’m somewhat surprised to see you surrounded by children,” Elion said, dryly.

Malloron’s face hardened. “What do you want? Where are the rest of them?”

Elion lifted his palms. “I apologize for them,” he said quickly. “They only came to collect me before they left these lands. It seems they were going to take the opportunity to dispose of you before they left, considering how they found you. But their main intention was to find me.”

“Do not make excuses for them,” Malloron snarled. “They stormed in here, into my castle, to track me down to find you. What right did they have!”

“Malloron,” Elion said warningly. “They are your older brothers and sisters. This castle was home for them long before you came along. They would not necessarily think they are breaching it in order to come in here.”

“You mean you wouldn’t!” Malloron bellowed, taking a step toward him. The children all stepped with him. “You led them here!”

Elion stared at him, breathing steadily. “I assure you I did not.” He held up a stack of parchment in his hands. “I have been searching for Grandfather’s research in order to return it to you… I am truly sorry for what I did, brother,” he said. “I know you don’t believe me, but I never intended to put the Visant family in any risk.”

“I do not believe you,” Malloron snarled.

Elion’s hand dropped. “Malloron.” The pain in his voice caught Amara in the chest. “Please try to understand. We were very close…” He shook his head, his long hair swinging around his face. “And we have all suffered, there is no need for any more. We have learned.”

“They were just about to kill me!” Malloron bellowed. “Once again, while I was incapacitated, they sought to destroy me. They have learned nothing!”

“They just discovered that Sonila is dead!” Elion’s voice rung out in the chamber. “She was our youngest sister and none of them saw her again since the day you sent them into slavery,” he said sharply. “They were hurt by that news, Malloron. They didn’t come here seeking to harm you, but decided to take advantage of the situation to avenge her. Surely you can understand that?”

“I understand that they have learned nothing,” Malloron said forcefully.

Amara could feel the waves of anger coming from him. She moved to stand next to him. 

“Where are your siblings now?”

Malloron jolted at the sound of her voice, glancing at her as though surprised she had spoken. She ignored him. He would need to get used to it.

“They have left for the Eastern Lands. They want to find Sonila’s children.”

“Are you going with them out of the Lands?” she asked.

Elion looked between them and settled his gaze on Malloron. “They have offered,” Elion admitted. “However, I was hoping to make it up to you, Malloron. I was hoping that you… that you would allow me to stay in the Western Lands…”

“What for?” Malloron bellowed. “What possible use—”

“Of course, Elion,” Amara interrupted.

Both men looked at her in shock. She glanced up at Malloron and smiled. “He is our children’s uncle. They will need at least one.”

Malloron turned to her, hulking over her as he spoke. “This is not wise,” he uttered, fiercely. “He has deceived us. He has shown himself to be—”

Amara placed her palms on his cheeks, loving that he included her, but he had to learn that the cycle could not to continue. “He did deceive us. And we shall decide together what to do about it. But for now, if he wants to stay, let him stay.”

Malloron’s expression remained hard but something in his eyes changed. He glanced toward Elion, who was staring at them intently. “There are some wounds that cannot be healed, Amara.”

“I know, Malloron, I know,” she said, stroking his cheeks and trying to be as soothing as possible. “And I am not trying to dismiss everything he has done. But let’s not decide anything today.”

Malloron’s chest heaved as he took a breath and nodded curtly. “Fine. We will make the decision to kill him tomorrow.”

Amara almost rolled her eyes, but instead, inclined her head and smiled. “That is a start, Malloron. That’s a start.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

MALLORON

 

The children were a problem.

They were everywhere. Thankfully they didn’t need to remain touching Malloron in order for him to continue to make use of his limbs, but he was disturbed by how much they filled the castle. Strangely, they didn’t behave or act like normal children. They didn’t talk. They didn’t play. They didn’t do much of anything but wander around the castle or sit and watch the staff. Emric reported that the staff found it strange at first, but then they seemed to take a liking to them. They would talk to them and feed them or have them walk their shifts with them and generally include them in the running of the castle.

Malloron drew the line at the children entering his bedroom and more specifically his and Amara’s nest. For some reason, the younger children followed her around and sat with her no matter what she was doing, and he was sure she encouraged it, but he didn’t like it. He finally had Amara the way he wanted her, and he wasn’t fucking sharing.

He entered his rooms one afternoon and cursed inwardly at the number of children lounging around in almost every nook and made his way to the bedroom, keen to enter their nest. It had become the center of his existence, the only place where he felt true peace, and he needed to spend a significant amount of time in there with Amara.

Children lay curled in the bed, on the outside of the nest, while others sat on the floor, quietly watching him as he made his way through. Although the children gave him the power to walk and keep his sanity, they were a damn nuisance. Never in his life did he think that he would be so completely surrounded by children constantly.

“Out!” he barked at them and again to a tiny red-haired girl Amara was cuddling with in their nest. Amara was curled around her, rocking her gently, and the sight shot something through him that he couldn’t describe.

Amara reluctantly let the girl go, kissed her and smoothed back her hair, urging her to go to her bed in the living area. The girl climbed out of the nest, hugging Malloron’s arm as she passed him, before climbing off the bed and trotting out of the bedroom door, followed by all the other children who finally decided to follow his instruction.

Once the door was shut and the children gone, Malloron immediately pulled Amara under him and opened her legs. “I said I didn’t want any of them in here,” he ordered roughly, as he pulled on magic to bind her wrists.

“I just like spending time with them, Malloron,” Amara said, her voice on a breath as the magical binds pulled her tight. “Don’t act like you don’t either.”

“I don’t!” He ran his hand up her stomach to her breasts and played with the nub, while lowering to lick her clit.

“You do,” Amara breathed as she writhed. “I’ve seen you talking to some of the boys in the throne room sometimes.”

Malloron growled into her pussy, and a tremble shuddered through her as her slick gathered. His response soon went out of his head as her scent dominated him. He licked and sucked on her until her clit throbbed and she humped her pussy into his face, moaning his name as her slick dripped down his chin. He rose to his knees and plunged into her, hard, rough and wild, groaning at that delicious strangle on his cock that he loved. Her breasts jolted with each slam, her cries telling him how much she loved it and her scent intensified beautifully. Malloron found himself in a frenzy. He couldn’t get enough. The beautiful curves of her body, her sloppy wetness, and her complete ability to submit to everything he wanted drove him mad with desire. Grabbing her ass, he dropped on top of her, smothering her screams with his mouth and pummeling the tight slick channel made solely for him. He pulled out and slammed deep into her, crushing her each time he dropped onto her small frame and buried himself deep into her, but she spread her legs even wider, giving herself to him completely and begging him for more with every gust of breath that expelled from her lungs each time he impaled her.

As she climaxed underneath him, he reveled in the strength of her fight against him, against the binds, and when she opened her eyes and looked up at him, the expression within them, and the powerful waves of desire and love that crashed through the bond, sent his own orgasm cascading. He slammed his knot in and held her tight in his arms as he jerked, filling her with his seed.

“Malloron.” There was a smile in Amara’s voice.

Malloron grunted as he released the magical binds but kept himself on top of her. 

She stroked his cheek as her breathing calmed. “As much as you claim you hate them in here, you like seeing me with the children. You fuck me like that every time you catch me cuddling one of them in here.”

Malloron squeezed her in annoyance but didn’t say anything. He did like seeing her with them. He loved the way she spoke gently to them and held them close and played with them. He hadn’t seen anything like it before. “I want you to myself,” he said gruffly.

“And you have me,” she whispered into his ear, before pressing a kiss on it.

“They disrupt the scent in here,” he grumbled. “And put unnatural dents in my pillows.”

Amara laughed softly, wrapped her smooth arms around his neck. “You are, once again, sulking, my king.”

He growled, but said nothing, too comforted by her laugh, and the feel of her around him, and the deep contentment within the bond. Her attention was on him and nothing else in the known Lands mattered right now.

“You know they like you, don’t you?” she whispered.

“Who?”

“The children.”

“What difference does that make?” Malloron growled. “They don’t do as they’re told.”

Amara stroked her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck, and he began to purr, completely content. “Did you see the way she hugged your arm when she left? Even though you shouted at her?”

Malloron hesitated. “So?”

“It means she likes you unconditionally, whether you’re angry at her or not. That is how family and friends are supposed to treat you.”

Malloron was silent for a long moment. He couldn’t recall witnessing anything like that from his father. Everything had been dependent on his studies; whether he had learned a certain spell, or memories of a particular period in history. His father withheld his attention until Malloron was achieving at the level he expected.

“What were you talking to the boys about in the throne room?”

He exhaled. “I was explaining some of the history of the art and the throne.”

“They like it?”

“They’re always looking at it,” Malloron said, shrugging.

“Did they listen?”

“Yes. I explained that your throne was being shipped in from Grence and why it had to be specially made.”

“You like talking to them,” Amara said, her accusing tone ingrained in her laughter.

Malloron planted his mouth on hers and kissed her long and hard to shut her up. Sometimes the bond was a fucking annoyance.

As their kisses became softer and less urgent, Amara pulled away. “We are having our own babies, Malloron,” she reminded him. “They will want to spend time with us too. A lot of time.”

“Hmmph.” Malloron didn’t like the idea of even more of her time, her eyes, her touches, taken away from him, but at least with the babies, he had time to prepare.

“We need to think about names.”

Malloron nodded. Names were important in the royal family and he wanted to make sure he carried on the tradition. These twins signified the start of a new beginning and their names should reflect that. “Children are usually named after previous family members,” he said. “But there is no one in my family I wish to name them after.”

“Agreed,” Amara muttered, her voice lowering. He knew she would. She had been very clear about her feelings about his family, which was all the more reason it was bewildering that she had allowed Elion to stay within the Western Lands.

A lot had changed in the three weeks since the tenebris had been released back into the children, and it was both exciting and stressful.

Malloron didn’t feel that dissimilar within himself, but he did access magic slightly differently now. He could feel the presence of the children within him, and if he focused, he could detect each of them on an energetic level. When he went to draw magic, it felt purer, as though it was a living breathing thing, exactly the way Amara had described it. He wasn’t sure he liked it at first, but it was certainly much more powerful. He also discovered he didn’t have to actually speak the words of the Ancient Tongue if he wanted to cast a spell. It only took focus and concentration, and he could cast wordlessly. That discovery surprised and pleased him. He hadn’t ever heard of anyone other than Omegas being able to cast wordless spells. 

The strongest thing he could feel within him was the soul-bond and that had certainly become a more pleasurable experience. He realized that it was like a wave from the White Ocean—sometimes ebbing gently, other times like a tidal of emotions, but always constant and present within him. He cherished it greatly to know Amara’s moods, and it helped him to understand her much more easily than trying to figure out her confusing ideas and reasonings. Amara insisted he was an orb that changed in shape and tone according to his moods, but that just sounded like magic to him.

The Lands were finally settling into a new sort of normalcy. Duke Valinor had been the key to turning the tide about King Malloron ruling the Western Lands, and Amara was the deciding factor in Valinor’s decision to support the throne. Malloron was shocked by how much Amara knew about DarRojan and the desires of the people there, and he suspected Valinor had been too, even though he acted as though he knew it all. They hammered out a negotiation that benefited DarRojan more than it benefited the throne, which Malloron wasn’t at all pleased about, but Amara was right; giving that little bit more than necessary made Duke Valinor a solid supporter of the Visant family.

Malloron had moved the rulers to more comfortable accommodation within the castle and negotiated deals with them also. The difference Amara’s presence made shocked him. The rulers were like different people. 

While the negotiations were happening, Amara visited the citizens camping by the castle city’s gates with the food and blankets that he had ordered Emric to provide. The citizens were cold and suspicious of her at first, but eventually began asking her questions, and then looked forward to her daily visit. The crowd grew as rumor of her spread, and soon Emric advised that she stop because it was becoming too dangerous for her.

Within a week, new negotiations were created and all rulers made the announcement by appearing on a broadcast with him about the changing status of the Western Lands, now renamed Lands of Eiros. The ruling power was the Visant royal family headed by King Malloron and Queen Amara, and the rulers served as extensions of the ruling power in their own countries. Surprisingly, many of the rulers were excited by that idea alone—the royal family name and reputation held such power and exclusivity attached to it that many of the rulers abandoned their belligerence once the chance to speak on behalf of the throne was offered to them.

“The Mothers will be here soon,” Amara sighed.

Malloron growled again and rotated his knot in her tightness, causing a sultry moan to escape her lips. “They can wait,” he said as his fingers found her clit.

 

***

“They seem to be functioning well,” the Mother said. “Their energy is very strong, but it is healthy.”

“But they don’t speak and they barely eat,” Amara pointed out. “They seem to enjoy spending time quietly around the castle, and with both of us, but…” She struggled for words. “They’re not like normal children.”

“They’re not normal, Amara.”

“You will address her by her royal title,” Malloron demanded, anger surging.

Amara pressed a hand against his chest but he ignored her glaring at the Mother across the table in front of him.

Mother Azia nodded in agreement. “Apologies, Your Majesties,” she rasped to both him and Amara. “But these are not normal children, we cannot expect them to behave as such.”

Malloron glared at the Mother across the table. He was aware she wasn’t trying to be antagonistic, but their entire existence and the actions they had taken against him agitated him. 

The aged Mother Azia and dark-skinned Mother Orlee sat next to Carilla, one of his red dungeon Talent-crafters. He hadn’t wanted to agree to this. He didn’t need these deceitful, powerful women in his castle examining the tenebris-children, but Amara had insisted and argued with him viciously about it. He couldn’t deny that they needed all the possible theories and answers they could get about the children. They were odd and it disturbed Amara that she couldn’t tell if they were suffering.

So he’d agreed to the Mothers examining them, but only if one of his own red dungeon Talent-crafters were present to also examine them. Luckily they hadn’t been killed in the attack, but he’d been extremely annoyed they were so easily knocked unconscious. It was only Amara pointing out that they hadn’t been trained to fight the Mothers that had saved them.

They had spent the day examining the children and he could feel the trickle of hope from Amara in the bond.

“You are the expert in this… tenebris, Your Majesty,” Mother Azia said to him. She was clearly extremely old and seemed to have an exceptional use of the Talent from what he had seen, so it shouldn’t be that hard for her to deduce a conclusion.

Malloron shifted in his chair. “I told you all I know,” he said, his voice gritty. “I think the process of the tenebris entering them without separating their energies is what caused this, but I can’t be sure about anything.”

“And is there anything you could have forgotten?” Mother Orlee asked. “Anything in your grandfather’s research that may explain what has happened here.”

“This has never happened,” Malloron explained, as calmly as he could. “The tenebris has never returned to the children. Ever. There is no explanation that can be provided by my grandfather’s research.”

“And it has been destroyed?” Mother Azia said slowly.

“Most of it, yes.”

The Mother breathed out. “Do you know if he mentioned a Queen Kasmira? She was one of your ancestors.”

Malloron frowned. “Yes, that name was mentioned at some point.” He thought carefully for a long moment, trying to recall the context he had seen it mentioned. “One of his breakthroughs came from reading something she wrote,” he said, slowly. “Something in her diary entries.”

“Are her diary entries in the castle?”

“They were destroyed.”

The Mother didn’t hesitate. “Do you think I could have a look at that part of his research?”

“No.”

The Mother stared at him, expecting more, but he did not offer any. No one was getting his grandfather’s research, at least what was left of it, especially not the Mothers who had set out to destroy his rule. 

“Malloron and I have agreed that the research will be destroyed,” Amara responded, respectfully. “We don’t feel that anybody else should gain that knowledge.”

The Mother looked as though she wanted to say something, but decided against it.

“Do you have any more advice you can give us about the children?” Amara asked.

The Mothers nodded. “Their energy is unusual,” Orlee began. “It is extremely powerful, and yet incomplete.”

“Incomplete?” Amara repeated.

“Yes,” Azia responded. “Their ability to function at all relies partly on King Malloron’s blood and partly on the energy within you. I believe they need both of you to function.”

“And I think you cannot function without them either,” Mother Orlee said to Malloron.

There was a short silence while the implication of that hit. That meant he was stuck with them. He was hoping that the Mothers would take some of the children—he had no idea how to run the castle when children filled it and they had changed the whole tone and mood of the castle. 

 “They seem to see you as parent figures,” Mother Orlee added. “They have taken consistent steps to protect you both.” She gestured to Amara. “The wild energy that protected you whenever you were distressed came from their energy. When you were blind, they helped you to see. When you were deaf, they connected you to your Alpha. They built the portal to take you back to Malloron and then connected with him immediately to give him strength—they have tried to ensure your survival.”

“But why?” Amara pondered. “Why would they feel so protective of us?”

“I think Malloron is right that they prefer an Alpha and an Omega,” Orlee said. “You are the first real couple that has held the tenebris, from what I gather. And I assume you are the first true Omega that has held the energy.”

Amara’s brows rose. “I am a true Omega?”

Malloron took satisfaction in Orlee’s nod. He had suspected it since he realized how different the tenebris behaved inside her, but he had no way of knowing or checking.

“Was it the tenebris that alerted you that Amara was in the castle?” Mother Orlee asked him. “How did you discover her?”

Malloron’s jaw clenched. The question seemed like an attempt to find out how to continue to keep Omega’s hidden from him.

“Usually true mates can detect each other in some way when they are in close proximity, even if the Omega is blocked,” Mother Orlee added. “Amara had been in the castle with you for quite some time before you found her… I assume it was because of the tenebris?”

Malloron didn’t plan to answer, but the more he thought about the question, the more he realized that the tenebris was involved in his discovery of Amara. “I had stopped taking the potions that subdued the pain of the tenebris inside me for a significant time while I was traveling,” he said. “As soon as I returned to the castle, I felt her from a distance and sought her out.”

“So the tenebris strengthened the connection between you, but the potions were keeping you from finding her,” Mother Azia murmured. 

Malloron nodded. 

“The children are keen for you to be together,” Orlee commented.

“But why don’t they speak?” Malloron asked.

“I’m not sure that they are capable,” the robed woman, Carilla, said slowly. “Much of their bodily functions are similar to how they existed when they were in the chamber.”

“So they will age,” Amara said slowly. “But they won’t do much else? They will just exist?”

The woman shrugged. “This is completely uncharted territory, Your Majesty. The best we can do is keep an eye on them.”

“There are over one hundred of them,” Malloron said sharply.

“Yes, and interestingly they work like a pack, or a cell,” Mother Azia murmured.

“What do you mean?” Amara asked.

Mother Azia rubbed her chin for a moment. “They don’t all do everything,” she pointed out. “It isn’t all of them that will follow or surround you. It wasn’t all of them that created the portal or came through it. They seem to be in different stages.”

“Likely because of their ages,” Carilla suggested. “As they age, they phase out of the spell.”

“So they will all phase out eventually?” Amara asked, clutching onto Malloron’s arm. If they did, that meant Malloron would lose his control over his body.

“No, I don’t think so,” Carilla said, thoughtfully. “Their process has been disrupted. But, as they are now, some of them are more reliant on the Talent and perhaps needier of you than others.”

“Then some of them would also be more functional, I assume?” Amara said.

Carilla shrugged. “It’s something we would need to find out, I’m afraid, Your Majesty.” She glanced at Malloron. “I would like to request a team who could solely be in charge of any progress with the children.”

Malloron shook his head. “No.” He didn’t want anyone knowing that children were the key to his mobility and health.

“They don’t need to know the full scenario,” Carilla insisted. “Just people that can record information for me to look at. They don’t even need to be Talent-crafters.”

That was good, because many Talent-crafters had been killed when his army stormed the Lands. Any that were left had been called for in order to serve only the royal family, but he didn’t want them working on this.

Amara nodded. “Granted, Carilla. Please liaise with Emric to set up.” Turning to the Mothers, she said, “Thank you for visiting us, Mothers. I very much appreciate your expertise.” She hesitated. “How is my team doing?”

Mother Azia smiled. “Very well. They miss you, but they hope you will invite them to visit.”

Malloron held in a growl, but he knew Amara could feel his displeasure through the bond because she squeezed his hand.

“And how is Mother Naysa? I haven’t spoken to her at all lately.”

Something odd changed in the air and the Mothers glanced at each other. “Have you not spoken to Cailyn?” Mother Orlee asked.

“Once,” Amara said, her smile fading from her face. “But not to talk about Mother Naysa. Did something happen?”

“Yes,” Orlee said gently. “But I think you should hear it from her.”

A torrent of alarm swept through the bond and Malloron immediately pulled her onto his lap.

“Why can’t you tell me?” she said sharply. “Is she all right? I want to see her.”

Malloron pressed her back to his chest and began to purr.

“It is essential that, as Queen and Empress of two of the known Lands, and as sisters, you and Cailyn have regular communication,” Orlee said. “I recommend you begin by discussing Mother Naysa.” She paused. “If that is all right with you, Your Majesty,” she said to Malloron.

Based on the growing concern within the bond, there was no way he was going to say no, but the comment made him also realize her more subtle suggestion—that he and Drocco have regular communication too.

“Of course,” he responded. “Emperor Drocco and I are allies.” But as he said the words, he finally realized what they actually meant. He and Drocco had never been real allies, not the way he and the shinno were, and yet Drocco assisted Malloron at a time when he desperately needed him. And hadn’t asked for anything in return.

He stood abruptly, keeping Amara close to him. He hadn’t failed to notice that Mother Azia had been completely silent on the topic of this missing Mother and her tortured expression wasn’t something his Amara would miss. “Thank you for your help with the children. Amara will be in touch about her team visiting. My Lord Chamberlain, Emric, will assist you back to the portal.”

After they said their goodbyes, he whisked Amara back to their nest to soothe the anxiety and uncertainty he could feel flowing through their bond.

 

***

“I need you to stay completely out of it.”

Suspicion entered Amara's gaze. “Why can't you tell me what it is?”

“Because I know you will disapprove,” Malloron responded. “But it's not something that can be helped.”

Amara's eyes narrowed and she shook her head. “If I won't like it, let me help you find a solution that we will both be happy with.”

Malloron pulled her to him roughly. “I thought of all potential options and there is none,” he growled. “This is not the kind of scenario that you would ever be all right with, but it was agreed before I even knew how much I needed you, and how much you would change what it means to be royalty.”

Amara's eyes softened and she smiled up at him, but it was sad. “Someone will be hurt?”

“Potentially,” Malloron confirmed. “It's very difficult to say. But once we go in that room, I need you to stay out of all discussions and negotiations. You cannot say a word.”

Amara lowered her eyes, her lashes flickering as she thought. “Why do you want me there if I cannot say anything,” she murmured. “You know it will be very difficult for me.”

“Because, it is part of our vows to be a ruling couple,” Malloron said, gently. “And even though you did not make this decision, you should know that it has been made.”

Amara nodded glumly. “I will stay out of it.”

Malloron pressed a kiss to her lips. “Thank you.”

He took her hand and led her out of their bedroom. Of course, some of the children followed them, but they seemed to sense the tense mood because they didn't cling to Amara like they usually did. They simply walked alongside them.

As they did, many of the servants they passed grinned at the children as well as bowing to the king and queen. Emric reported that the servants seem to be happier and much more productive since the children were allowed free reign of the castle. Although no one could touch them other than the king and queen, many of the servants had taken some of the children under their wing, chatting to them doing their duties and showing them things they found fascinating about the castle. Emric kept a close eye on them to ensure that none were putting the children to work, but it seemed that they simply enjoyed having children to talk to. The children never responded, but maybe that was why they felt comfortable to do it. The result was that servants moved around the castle much more willing to smile and talk to each other, as well as communicate better with Emric and even greet the ruling couple. It had been a drastic change for Malloron and made him feel that suddenly what he felt was his home had completely changed, and the one constant was Amara. As long as she was in his bed and by his side, his home could be anything they needed it to be.

He paused outside one of the meeting rooms. “Ready?” he said to Amara.

She knelt to tell the children to stay outside and then rose to her feet and nodded.

Malloron opened the door and strode in.

“Greetings, brother.” Elion's voice was hopeful but Malloron ignored it. He felt Amara tense beside him. 

Standing next to Elion was his future wife, Kyus, and her servant girl. Kyus looked a little disheveled from when he last saw her—dark circles stretched under her eyes and her usually vibrant red hair was somewhat dull.

“Amara!” Kyus exclaimed. “It's so good to see you…” She paused, a sparkle entering her eyes and looked at Amara pointedly, suppressing a grin. “Your Majesty.”

Amara laughed. “I'm still getting used to that. I had no idea you were here! How long have you been here for?”

“A while,” Kyus said, glancing at Malloron, and as she did the mood in the room sobered. Amara quietened and Malloron decided it was time to get things moving. He nodded at the assistant standing just inside the door, and the man slipped away as instructed.

“Is there something that we can help you with, brother,” Elion said nervously. “You haven't allowed my future wife to leave the castle yet, even though you have pardoned me.”

His words sent a ripple of anger through Malloron, but he tempered it down, knowing that Amara would expect him to behave reasonably, and since he knew she was about to be upset, he decided to try his hardest. “Your future wife has not yet finished her duties to the royal family,” Malloron commented.

“We had a potion ready to try with you,” Kyus pointed out. “You said you didn't want any more.”

Malloron nodded. “I had no further use of it.” He was glad that he didn't end up using that potion. When Amara was feeling distressed and upset, it was the worst experience of the bond, but now it was something he couldn't deny himself, even when she was upset.

Kyus smiled. “I'm glad to hear that, Your Majesty.”

The door opened, and Malloron turned to see the shinno stalk in, accompanied by two of his warriors. He came to a stop, assessing everyone in the room as though they needed to meet his approval. Interestingly, his eyes lingered on the servant girl before turning to Malloron. “I leave within the hour, King Malloron,” he said solemnly. “I hope that by requesting my attendance here, you are fulfilling our deal.”

Malloron nodded. “I am.” He pointed to Kyus. “There is your Omega.”

Everyone looked at Kyus and gasps punctuated the air. 

Amara snapped her eyes to Malloron as she took a breath in. He could feel the horror twisting the bond, but she said nothing and he didn’t look at her.

Elion shot from his seat. “What?” He stood by Kyus’ side. “What are you saying, Malloron?” he said, somewhat sharply.

Kyus, for the first time, seemed speechless. She spluttered and took a tiny step back, placing a hand on her chest. Her wide eyes flicked between the shinno and Malloron, disbelief filtering through her face.

The servant girl clutched her dress, her face a picture of horror. “No!” It was the loudest Malloron had ever heard her speak.

The shinno, surprisingly said nothing at first, then he glanced at Malloron. “Are you sure?”

Malloron frowned. “I know for a fact that she is an Omega. You wanted one, there she is. You may take her.”

“You may not!” exclaimed Elion. He turned to Malloon. “I know you wish to punish me, but this is not the way to do it, Malloron.”

“This isn’t about punishing you, you have been pardoned.”

“Of course this is about punishment,” Elion snapped. “She is my future wife. I will not allow you to take her as well.”

“You will allow whatever I say you will allow,” Malloron barked at him. “Just because the queen has been lenient toward you does not mean that I have any allegiance to you.”

“She is not an Omega! You are mistaken.”

“She is,” Malloron said calmly. “She targeted you, Elion. She is only with you as a deception while she works on whatever meddling mission she has been sent on. She is not loyal to you.”

Uncertainty entered Elion's hardened expression, and he glanced at Kyus. “It doesn't matter,” he said, but he didn't sound as fierce as he had.

“Do not stand in the way of this, brother,” Malloron said fiercely. “You do not love her. You have never loved her, all you care about is the Beta woman who never wanted you. If I give this woman to the shinno as part of an agreement, it does not impact you. Do not pretend that it does.”

Elion's face dropped and Kyus stepped forward. “I understand, Your Majesty,” she said, her voice shaking as her eyes filled with tears. “I’m ready to go.”

“No.” Both the servant girl and Elion spoke at the same time, but Elion rushed to her side.

“He’s telling the truth, Elion,” Kyus said, quickly before he had a chance to say anything. “I am an Omega. I was with you under false pretenses.” Elion grabbed her hands, but she shook herself free. “I’m sorry for deceiving you. I-I-I…” 

Elion’s face was stricken. “So you don’t love me?”

“Of course, I do.” Kyus’ voice broke and she reached up to stroke Elion’s cheek. “Marrying you wasn’t part of any mission. But I’m happy to go because I know you don’t feel the same.”

Elion began to protest, but Kyus shook her head. 

“Your brother is right. You don’t care about me the way you did about her. I am an afterthought, something to claim you are proud of because maybe I’m all right to look at and I have some status in the Lands. But you don’t truly care.”

“I do,” Elion bit out fiercely. He grabbed her hands again and yanked her toward him. “I do, Kyus. You have misunderstood.”

“There is no such thing,” Kyus smiled, tears trickling from her eyes. “Never once has any Alpha been misunderstood about his feelings toward his betrothed.”

Elion’s face dropped and there was silence.

Amara sobbed quietly next to Malloron, and it took all of his power not to draw her close to him. She most likely hated him for this, but it couldn’t be helped. The shinno asked for an Omega and she was the one he could give him.

Elion’s face hardened and he turned to the shinno. “You cannot take her.”

“But you can take me.” The servant girl stepped forward.

Kyus gasped. “Shaya, no!”

Shaya ignored her. “I am an Omega too.”

Surprised lurched through Malloron. He had been surrounded by Omegas the whole fucking time? These Mothers were truly taking Alphas for fools.

“No! No, no, no,” Kyus exclaimed. She turned to Malloron. “She’s lying,” she said hurriedly. “She’s not an Omega.”

Malloron looked at the girl closely, and she was indeed small, a little less curvy than Amara, but it was difficult to see in her servant clothing. She was also very pretty, but it wasn’t something he would have noticed if he hadn’t been looking. She could be an Omega. Or she could just be a good-looking Beta who was small.

“I’m ready to go,” Kyus insisted.

“Kyus,” Elion said gently. “She has served us well. If she is indeed an Omega, let her make this choice. We can find another servant for you.”

“She’s not my servant!” Kyus snapped.

Once again the room stilled, and suddenly Malloron saw the resemblance. Their skins were different shades of brown—Kyus’ was a rich cinnamon, while Shaya was about two tones lighter and creamier, but their deep brown eyes and shapely mouths were almost identical. Shaya looked young; she had to be in her early twenties or even late teens while Kyus was older, but not old enough to be her mother.

“You are sisters,” Malloron confirmed.

“She is my only family in the Lands, Your Majesty,” Kyus said desperately, fighting against Elion’s hold. “She’s not like other Omegas. She wasn’t bought up in the compound and hasn’t been trained. She cannot even block herself. Please don’t send her. I will go. I promise, I am proud to go.”

“This pleases me,” the shinno announced, speaking for the first time since questioning Kyus as the choice. “Take her to the ship,” he ordered his men, gesturing to Shaya.

“No!” Kyus screamed, as the men came for her sister. Elion had to hold her back from running over to her.

“You don’t need to drag her there,” Amara said sharply, stepping forward. “She is willing to go. Let her walk.”

The shinno inclined his head and uttered a few words to his warriors, who stopped by the girl’s side. 

The girl glanced at Amara and nodded her head in thanks, then turned to Kyus. “You have looked after me all this time, Ky,” she said gently, “and taught me so much.” She gestured to Elion. “You love him. So let me do this for you. Please.”

Kyus burst into tears and her words were indecipherable.

Shaya turned slowly and headed toward the door, passing the shinno on the way out.

Malloron was intrigued by the way he watched her. It was as if she fascinated him—but it wasn’t like he hadn’t been in the presence of an Omega before.

The shinno turned back to Kyus as they exited. “She has no Omega scent. Why?”

It took a few moments for Kyus to control her sobs. Her whole body shuddered as she bawled and Malloron saw Amara press her hand to her mouth. 

“Why does she have no scent?” the shinno repeated.

“She is… blocked,” Kyus heaved. “I blocked her myself… but it will… wear off.”

“Magic has been used to suppress her Omega scent and urges,” Amara explained, though her voice was thick with the threat of her own tears. “But it will wear off.”

“After how long?” the shinno asked.

“Three months,” Kyus answered. Her eyes lifted to Amara and were filled with pain. “In three months she will be completely vulnerable, Amara. She isn’t like us. She…” Kyus took a breath and pressed her lips together, thoughts clearly racing through her mind. 

The shinno turned to Malloron, an extremely smug look on his face. “I am very, very pleased you have held up your end of our arrangement.”

Malloron nodded. “I’m glad. I will come to the port to see you off.”

“Please, wait,” Amara said, stepping forward.

Malloron tensed, but she placed a hand on his chest.

“I promised Malloron I wouldn’t interfere,” she said to the shinno, “but please, I have to know. What do you intend to do with her?”

The shinno raised his head as he looked down on her, silent for a moment. “She will be a gift,” he said bluntly. Dipping his head at Malloron, he left.

Malloron finally turned to Amara. She looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears and resignation. The bond was flooded with sorrow, but he could feel that she understood. “Please don’t do anything like this again, Malloron,” she whispered. “Please.”

Malloron nodded and gathered her into his arms. He was actually shocked that the girl had chosen to go on behalf of her sister. It didn’t make any sense to him. Why would anyone do that for someone who is not their mate?

Out of the corner of his eye, Kyus ripped herself away from Elion. “I hate you,” she snarled. “Why did you let that happen?”

Elion held her gaze, uncomfortably. “Kyus—”

“She is my sister,” she snapped. “And she cannot protect herself. Why didn’t you just let me go? You don’t love me anyway, and at least I can take it. She’s a baby!”

“I do love you, Kyus,” Elion said firmly. “I love you very much. You’re the reason I wanted to stay—”

“You do not love me!” she shouted. “You love your dead, perfect Beta! And I will never marry any man who forced me to sacrifice my sister to those savages.” With that, she stormed out of the room.

Amara pulled away from Malloron. “Let me speak to her,” she said, but Malloron held onto her. He didn’t want Amara running after an emotional Omega who he had just forced into such a situation. No one was going to have the chance to turn her against him.

“Malloron,” Amara said. “She is my friend. Let me calm her down. I’ll meet you back in our rooms.”

“No,” he decided. “I will come with you.”

“I think you should talk to your brother,” she said, lowering her voice.

Malloron made a face and glanced at Elion. He was sitting on a chair, his elbows on his knees, staring at his clasped hands. “Why?”

“He is upset.”

“So?”

Amara smiled at him and pressed a kiss on his lips. “Do it for me. Please. Just let him talk to you, you don’t have to say anything.”

Malloron huffed, agitation ready to blast through him.

“Please.” Amara blinked those eyes at him, and he found himself relaxing. “For me.”

“Fine,” he muttered.

She grinned, kissed him, then rushed out of the room while he turned to his brother. 

Sighing, he sat down next to him. The things he did for his Omega.
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The wedding was beautiful. And it made sense for it to be as no expense was spared.

Amara spent three months planning and preparing everything down to the final detail, even going as far as to ask Malloron for wedding portraits and documents of any previous royal weddings so she could keep everything in line with tradition.

Malloron was impressed with her desire to maintain the Visant ways, but he was pleased and grateful that she understood it was important to him. Even though they were in many ways discarding the Visant expectations of times past by creating a new life, a new land, a new family, she recognized that he wanted his family line to be something that they could both be proud of. They discovered that there had indeed been an Alpha king and Omega queen ruling the Western Lands in ancient times. It was so long ago that there as very little documentation about their rule, but two things were clear; they both had ruling responsibilities, and they ruled under the Visant name.

She had insisted that the ceremony be held in the vibrant and abundant gardens, which had been decorated beyond recognition, and she’d dressed every single one of the tenebris-children in little suits and dresses. Malloron thought the idea was ridiculous until he actually saw them. They did indeed look elegant, and they looked like they belonged.

Amara had picked his suit, claiming it was a traditional one that had been popular in the past. Malloron couldn't see how that could be. It was tight in places it shouldn't be and had a strange collar at his neck that he kept fiddling with to try to get out of the way; however, when he saw himself he had to admit that the cut enhanced some of his best features. Along with his royal robe, crown, and staff, he was suitably presentable for the wedding.

He was shocked to see the number of people that filled the garden, and the guests that attended. Of course her team were present, as well as Mother Orlee and some of the rulers, but also Emperor Drocco, his twin Alpha nieces, and some of the merchants he had grown business relationships with. Amara had certainly been busy. Elion and Kyus sat next to each other but neither looked happy. In fact, Kyus seemed tearful. Clearly things had not improved with them.

To one side stood Banon and Emric, both looking relaxed and content. Their ceremony had been incredibly private, with only Malloron and Amara in attendance, but it had been perfectly suited to Emric’s preferences and Malloron was intrigued to see them so happy—it made him realized he’d never witnessed such expressions on any of his servants before.

He made his way to Drocco, who looked positively bored and slightly irritated, but rose as Malloron approached. “Congratulations.”

Malloron dipped his head. “Thank you for coming to our wedding, and allowing Cailyn to help Amara.”

“Do you know the kind of agitation I would suffer if I refused?” Drocco scowled. “Believe me when I say, I'm not doing it for you.”

Malloron chuckled. “Then let me extend my thanks for allowing Cailyn to come and soothe Amara when she needed it.”

Drocco made a noise in the back of his throat. “Again, it was not solely for you, but I accept your thanks.”

Malloron hesitated. “You gave me knowledge from your keep when you didn’t have to, Emperor. I am thankful for that.”

“We are allies,” Drocco shrugged. “And I am aware of the desperation of needing one’s Omega… if you recall.”

Malloron smiled. “I would like to extend an invitation to you the next time that Cailyn decides to visit.”

Drocco frowned. “What for?”

“Although we are allies, I feel that more could be made of our alliance. You have frequently provided me with assistance, and I do not feel that I've done the same for you. I would like to see if there's anything I can offer when you come here.”

Drocco’s frown deepened, and Malloron knew he was very likely suspicious, but he would only be able to improve the alliance if he was able to get Drocco to visit and take an interest in his Lands. “Why?”

“A true alliance between us would benefit not just our Lands, but our Omegas and our children. Eventually they will grow and want to travel and visit each other. I would feel more secure knowing they are visiting the Land of a true ally.”

Drocco nodded slowly. “Agreed.” His black eyes narrowed. “But you have not shown yourself to be trustworthy, Malloron. Just because you have an Omega now doesn’t mean I will trust you.”

“I understand. I aim to work on that,” Malloron said. “I have an alliance with a shinno in the Southern Lands and I fear it will keep me honest, even if I don’t want to be. I will make the same efforts with you.”

Drocco’s gaze sharpened. “What kind of alliance?”

“I joined his tribe.”

“What tribe?”

“Nyek.”

Drocco stared at Malloron, the suspicion in his eyes turning to shock. “You are a member of Tribe Nyek?”

“Do you know them?”

“I have heard of them,” Drocco muttered, stiffly. 

Malloron nodded. “So you know I am being sincere when I say I will try.”

Drocco’s eyes swept the garden for a long moment. “I am surprised you made such an alliance. Tribe Nyek will kill you if you dishonor them.”

“I don’t intend to,” Malloron responded. “But I could use your assistance with that.”

Drocco continued surveying the garden, but he didn’t seem to be seeing it. Finally he returned his gaze to Malloron and nodded. “You have it.”

Malloron held in a breath of relief as Cailyn approached and told him they were ready.

As he took his place in the center of the altar, the horn sounded, and Malloron turned towards the doorway and found himself looking at the most beautiful sight.

Amara decided to wear a rich indigo dress that matched the color of his robe. It was simple and elegant, showing off her curves beautifully, especially the one at her stomach. Her hair had been curled, and styled up, allowing tendrils to bounce down around her ears. On her head sparkled the crown he loved to see on her, especially when naked, and her eyes sparkled with a joy of their own as she looked at him.

She stepped toward him, the smallest of the tenebris-children, and the most disobedient, tottering along next to her as she held their hands. But her eyes did not leave his.

When she arrived, he drew her into his arms, hardly able to believe that such a beauty belonged to him, but knowing that there was no one else he would want to claim.

“I love you, chameleon,” he murmured, allowing himself to forget everything else.

“I know,” she smiled. “I love you too.”

The wedding itself went smoothly, and Malloron was aware it was being broadcast to the entire Lands of Eiros. Every single ruler had sent gifts, and together they had decided that the day would mark the very first holiday for the Land of Eiros. Of course, citizens were overjoyed by that, but Malloron knew that any such day could be detrimental to the running of the Lands. The citizens of Eiros were still very much the same as they had been before, and crime was still rife in many of the countries. If there was a day when no one worked, it could be chaos, and he had explained that to the rulers when they expressed their desire for it. However, they explained they had a plan in place to deal with any unusually high reports of crime, but he knew it would still come down to him if things got out of hand.

Emric spoke to the crowd eloquently about the Visant Royal family, explaining their relevance and importance to the rest of the Lands. Once Malloron and Amara had said their vows, he declared them true mates, bonded mates, and king and queen. The crowd echoed the sentiment, cheered their approval, and the cheers from the castle city could be heard in the distance.

Malloron turned to Amara and lifted her into his arms. Drawing on magic to surround him, he floated up in the air, carrying his Omega with him.

“Malloron,” Amara gasped. “Where are you going?”

“I want some time with you on my own,” he growled. “No children, no Mothers or Omega sisters, no Emric; no one but the two of us.”

Amara threw her head back and laughed, and the sound sent his heart soaring. 

“You have always been selfish, Malloron,” she said, threading her arms around his neck and pressing her forehead to his.

“And I do not apologize for it,” he rumbled, lowering to kiss her.

“But what will we tell our guests?” she said against his lips. “They’re waiting to congratulate us.”

“We tell them we went to see our kingdom.” He thrust his tongue into her mouth and her half-hearted protests were lost in the urgency of his kiss. 

They soared over their Lands, Malloron carrying Amara in his arms as he had once before, but that time, she had been blind and he had been panicked and bleeding. This time, everything was perfect, and the final thing he desired before the twins arrived was to see his expansive Lands while holding his beautiful queen; her stunning blue eyes on him, as always.

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

 

MALLORON

 

Malloron watched as the very last pleasure chamber was closed. Oddly, he felt a twinge of sadness among the relief.

He had always known Amara would not be happy with the continuation of the pleasure chambers, especially with the way the restrained had been sourced, but as unsavory as she thought it was, it was his first achievement both as a royal and within the Western Lands. It was the first thing he had been known for, and even praised for by some, and much of his reputation was tied to the success of the chambers.

But he had to admit that it was a relief they were closed. They were at the heart of any real argument between him and Amara, and as much as he liked her eyes lit up with fervor, the pleasure chambers disgusted her; he felt it in the bond, and it had soured many moments between them.

He had set about trying to find a solution that would not only bring in the money that the pleasure chambers did, but also finding something to do with the restrained. Essentially, they were programmed servants or slaves; they no longer had their own free will, and setting them free was not an option.

He and Amara had debated it for years, researched possible options, spoken to specialists and their allies, and only in the past year had narrowed down to a few options.

"Thank you," Amara said, wrapping her arms around his torso. "I know you are doing this for me, and I very much appreciate it."

He kissed her forehead, curling an arm around her small body. "I am not only doing this for you," he confirmed. "I'm also doing it for our sons," he glanced pointedly at her four-month pregnant stomach. "And our daughter."

Amara grinned up at him. "I think it's going to be a girl this time too."

"It is easy for us to find out, Amara," he said wryly. Although they had three sons and two pregnancies, Amara never wanted to know the sex of the child before giving birth. She claimed she wanted it to be a surprise and that it didn't matter because they already had so many sons and daughters anyway from the tenebris-children.

Amara shook her head adamantly. "We cannot break tradition," she grinned. Pulling him away from the empty chamber that was once punctuated with cries of ecstasy, slapping of flesh, and moans of distress, she led him up to the more pleasant parts of the castle.

It became apparent over the past six years that the tenebris-children were not aging normally. Carilla studied them closely and determined that they were aging, but extremely slowly. Now that the tenebris was being used within their bodies, they weren't able to age out as quickly as they had been before, which meant that it would be decades before they would be free of the tenebris, by which time Malloron would be an old man and they themselves would be only just be reaching adulthood.

Malloron was glad as this meant that he would live a long life with both his mobility and sanity, but of course, Amara was a little disturbed by it. They spent a few days in their nest, discussing the implications, but there was nothing else that could be done without removing the tenebris from the children. And there was no guarantee that once it was removed, that it would behave in the same way it had before. So all they could do was continue to examine the children and aim for Malloron to make the best of his life. Malloron was happy with this, because he had everything that he could possibly want or need, but after the twins were born, Amara pointed out to him that once the children aged out, there would be no more tenebris. Their sons would be subjected to insanity like every other Talent-crafter, if they chose to use it and that disturbed him somewhat. He couldn't see how any Visant King could effectively rule without the Talent. It just wasn't possible. Over the years, Talent-crafters had begun to grow again in the Lands. They weren't prevalent as they had been before he’d taken over, but they could become so. How were either of his sons to rule if they could not access magic?

Amara wasn't as concerned as he was, but she did worry about the children in the Lands that would be taught to use the Talent too young. She was trying to come up with a plan using all of their contacts and allies and specialists, like Carilla, that could potentially provide a solution. But Malloron found he had trouble sleeping worrying about the concept that no more Visant kings would have the tenebris to support their rule. When he was young, this concern was the number one priority for his father, and why he had trained him so vigorously. It was a hard thought pattern to come out of, especially when he could see himself so clearly in the twins. They were almost identical to him, dark hair, brown eyes, striking Visant features. He couldn't just do nothing. So after a couple of weeks of worry, he decided to contact an ally.

"Malloron," greeted Emperor Drocco. "I thought Cailyn and I weren’t due until next week."

"You’re not, I just have a question for you."

“Yes?”

"How are my sister’s twins doing? I didn’t speak to them much at the wedding… I’m not even sure why they came. I’m not their favorite family member, I’m sure."

Drocco's brows lifted. "They are doing well," he responded slowly. "They are an integral part of the Lox and they appear to be content here. They came to the wedding because your brother got into contact with them."

Malloron tensed. "My brother?

“Yes, the one at the wedding.”

Elion. “Do you know if they are in contact with any other family members?"

"Yes. They are visited regularly by family," Drocco shrugged. "I do not know much more about that."

Malloron nodded. "Have they ever spoken to you about how magic affects them as twins?"

Drocco stared at him for a long moment. "You are asking because of your own twins?"

Malloron nodded. "I want to know the likelihood that they will go insane, like most other Talent-crafters."

Drocco took a breath. "From my understanding, they are protected. It is not impossible, but there are elements to their make-up that make it unlikely that they will go insane as early as other Talent-crafters."

"What do you mean, what protects them?"

"When I met your nieces, they said that they were strong Talent-crafters in their own right, but together they are more powerful than most other Talent-crafters, especially from your family line. Now, I assume they are not true Alphas, but your boys will be. Therefore, I suspect that they will be well into old age before they go crazy."

Malloron nodded, exhaling in relief. "Thank you. I'm not sure if Amara will approve of me teaching them magic when they come of age, but it is good to know that if I do I'm not sentencing them to insanity from before they reach my age."

Drocco made a face. "You know how I feel about magic."

Malloron grinned. “Indeed.”

After they bid farewell and the portal closed, Malloron headed to the window to watch his sons play, grateful that they had options. They were only six, but only one of them would be able to rule, and it would be a difficult choice because they were both equally matched in almost everything at the moment. Perhaps if they learned the Talent, it would become clearer who was more suitable, but he knew Amara may not be happy with such a distinction.

He watched them stumbling about the garden, a strange feeling embracing him that they were playing in the same area he was once immobilized by his own siblings. The difference with his boys was that they were inseparable and highly mischievous.

Suddenly Zannox yelled and Malloron suddenly realized with distaste that they weren’t playing, they were fighting.

Drawing on magic, he floated into the air and soared out of the window toward them as their nursemaid was trying to pull them apart.

"Stop!" he ordered.

The nursemaid backed away, but the boys were too busy screaming at each other to listen to him, so he used magic to pull them apart. "I said stop!"

Zannox began to cry while Lok sulked, tears in his eyes. Lok was usually serious while Zannox was more playful.

"What are you fighting about?" Malloron bellowed. “You do not fight!”

"He said," began Lok, "that Mama loved the other children more than she loved us."

"I didn't," Zannox pouted. "I just said she has been loving them longer than she has loved us." He turned his large brown eyes to Malloron. "It's true, isn't it, Papa? They are older than us, aren't they?"

Malloron's anger trickled away and he slowly released the magic.

He knelt on the grass and beckoned them close.

"Mama does not love the tenebris-children more than she loves you," he stated, as they ran into his arms.

"See!" Lok shouted at Zannox.

“She knew about you first when you were growing in her stomach,” Malloron explained. “But even if that’s the case, being born older doesn’t mean you are loved more.” His mind flashed back to his siblings, and Elion. “You are brothers. You are the oldest and you have a younger brother and a baby sister on the way. You do not fight with your brothers and sisters.”

Both boys nodded, miserable that they were being scolded.

“Are the other children our brothers and sisters too?” Lok asked.

“Yes.”

“They don’t play with us,” Zannox said, his dark curls bouncing as he shook his head. “We try and try and they don’t play. They just follow us.”

“They don’t know how,” Malloron said, gently. “So they like to watch you instead. But they protect us so we must protect them. And that means, no fighting between any of us.”

Both boys nodded again.

“Do you know what your name means Zannox?”

He shook his head, his curls whipping around on top of his head.

“And your name Lokllaron?”

Lok shook his head too.

“They mean honor in different cultures. The culture of Tribe Nyek—to act with honor,” he said pointedly to Zannox, “and the culture of the Lox—to live with honor,” he said to Lok. “And I expect you to uphold that word.”

“What does it mean?” Lok breathed.

“You will learn over time, but right now, it means you will love your brother regardless of what he says,” Malloron replied. “And it means you will make sure you do not lie to your brother,” he added to Zannox.

“Yes, Papa,” they both said, almost in unison.

The boys looked at each other and grinned. Zannox grabbed Lok’s hand, pulling him away from Malloron and into the garden, giggling as he dried his eyes.

“Well, that was interesting to witness.”

Malloron turned to see Amara leaning against a tree truck, grinning. “Very insightful,” she mused. 

Malloron scowled as he strode to her, eager to have his hands on her again. “You put me in that position. I wanted to name them words from the Ancient Tongue.”

“I’m not having my children named after a spell, Malloron.”

“That is what I was comfortable with,” he said irritably.

“I thought you wanted their names to be a reminder of your brotherhood with the other Alphas?”

“It was a good idea at the time, but now I have to actually explain it to them... You’re better with them than I am.”

Amara leaned her cheek against him, the bond ebbing with contentment. “You’re perfect.”

Malloron grumbled in the back of his throat and slipped his hands up the back of her tunic.

“Malloron,” she scowled. “Not in front of the children and their nursemaid.”

Malloron instructed the magic around them to make a portal directly to their bedroom, and as he pulled her through, he ripped her tunic from her body.

She squealed and looked around wildly to make sure no children were present.

“I told them to leave,” Malloron said, squeezing her breast and ass at the same time.

Amara exhaled a breath of relief. “I forgot you could communicate with them through the tenebris now.”

Malloron grunted and spun her around so he could look down over the curves and peaks of her body. Fuck, he loved it. Her body had changed with each pregnancy but his fascination with it never faded; it was quite incredible to see each change and what an Omega’s body could do. He lowered his nose into her neck and pinched her nipples, running his hand over her round stomach as he rumbled with satisfaction.

He sucked on her neck, pulling her toward their nest as he dipped his fingers between her legs. Her moan shot straight to his cock and he played with her clit as he undressed with one hand. Soon they were both naked, and falling into their nest, her slick dripping from his coated fingers and shards of pleasure rushing through him as her soft, small hands stroked his cock.

Easing her knees apart, he groaned at the rich complexity of her scent as it wafted from her pussy, filling the whole nest with the fragrance he loved. He took his time to suck and lick her hard nipples, to kiss her stomach and murmur to his daughter, and ran his hands up the back of her thighs to squeeze her plump ass.

Softly licking her clit, he moaned at the taste of her on his tongue, and by the time she was writhing in ecstasy, scratching his scalp as she convulsed, his cock was dripping in anticipation.

He rose and pinned her wrists with his hand.

“No magic today?” she panted.

“No.” He wanted to feel her struggle against him the way he used to. She smiled at him, and unable to wait any longer, he thrust in. She clenched around him, crying out his name. As he set a steady, brutal rhythm she met him thrust for thrust, as eager for him as he was for her. This was his home, this was the foundation of his family, because without his Omega, he wouldn’t really be anything of worth. The Visant name didn’t mean anything on its own, and that was what he’d been—on his own. With Amara his whole world had the possibility to be different, and it would be, because just like her fire and fight when she climaxed for him, she had the same fire and fight for their children, and the Lands, and their Alpha/Omega connection.

He slammed his knot in and groaned as her pussy milked him, drawing out every drop of his fluid as he spilled in her, his climax heightened as he watched her gorgeous body shudder and twist from her orgasm. Gathering her into his arms, he began to purr and through the bond, her love and contentment ebbed and flowed. “I don’t there will ever be a time that you won’t be beautiful to me,” he murmured.

“Good,” she murmured back, lifted her head to smile at him, her gorgeous eyes locked onto his own. “Because that means I can’t really be a chameleon.”

Malloron chuckled with her, and rolled them onto their sides. “You’ll always be my chameleon, Amara.” His lips sought hers as they cuddled. “And even though I am your king, and your Alpha, you will always rule me.”

 

 

 

 

THE END

 

 

Thank you for reading Reign To Rule. I hope you enjoyed Malloron and Amara’s journey. The Myth of Omega series now continues with Kardos and Shaya’s story! 

 

 

Shinno Kardos is barbaric to the core—but will sweet heroine Shaya soften him?

 

Find out who Shaya will be a gift for and if Kardos will truly be able to give her up.
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Excerpt from Own To Obey

 

SHAYA

 

Slowly, she got up, wincing at the searing pain still clutching hard between her legs. Her body felt strange. She could feel the lingering remnants of the pleasure that had overtaken her before the brutal pain. The shock had been just as startling as the pain itself, but that was her own fault. She should have expected it. He had made her feel pleasure so that she wouldn’t fight him when he used her as he wished.

Carefully, she pulled apart the bundle of clothing to find a strange-looking fitted tunic dress made with coarse material, a fur overthrow, thick boots, and undergarments. She hobbled over to the washroom in the corner of the room and quickly washed before putting on the clothing. But once dressed, she couldn't shake the strange feeling that had descended on her. She was no longer herself. With these clothes, she abandoned everything that she had known from her life growing up—her life with her sister. With these clothes, she had no connection to anything or anyone she understood.

She sat on the bed, waiting for the Alpha to return and carefully wrapped her head back in the material he had pulled off. Her hair was the one thing that she wanted to maintain in honor of her sister. It had been the one thing Kyus had enjoyed spending time doing—caring for her hair. It became time they used to catch up on each others’ day. Kyus would tell her about her frustrations with the people of the Land and Shaya would talk about what she’d done in the gardens.

After her head was wrapped, she carefully examined the room. It was larger than she thought rooms on ships would be, and it had a tiny round window from which she could see the ocean. She stared out of the window at it for a long while, partly in amazement, and partly because she could still see what looked like the Western Lands far in the distance, getting farther and farther away. Never to be seen again.

Tears filled her eyes as she realized the true nature of her situation, but she blinked them away, sighing as the view of the Western Lands turned into a foggy mirage. She had no idea where they were going or what would await her when they arrived. All she could do was try her hardest to remain strong until they got tired of her. In a way, she was glad that the Alpha saw fit to use her straightaway. The worst of it was out of the way now, she knew what to expect in the future, and she would try her hardest not to break.

The door to the cabin suddenly opened and she spun round to see the Alpha entering. Every time he was in a room, the space felt charged, and she was sure it was because he was enormous. Muscles bulged from every part of him and were visible even through his clothes. Every heavy step he took seemed like it would make the world shake, and she had the urge to shrink away every time she was in his presence. He was the epitome of every giant and mean monster in the stories Kyus told her when she was a child, except he was extremely good-looking. That contrast confused her greatly, because in the stories all the good-looking people were kindhearted, but that was not the case here. The strip of sunlight blonde hair that ran along the top of his head beautifully matched his unique eyes. In the daylight, they looked turquoise but in the shade of her cabin, they looked almost teal. Either way, it wasn’t that she hadn't seen anybody with that kind of eye coloring before, it was the fact that his gaze was always fierce, and when his eyes were on her, it made her feel strange.

He closed the door behind him and walked into the room a few steps to stand before her. All the nervousness that usually filled her when she saw him came rushing back in a jittery, trembly cloud, but this time it was accompanied by shame. He had seen and touched a part of her that no one else had seen, that no one else should have seen yet.

He looked her over, nodding appreciatively at her new clothing. “Your tasks will begin immediately,” he said, his voice a rough rumble.
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Author Note

 

Starting a new couple in an existing world isn’t always a safe bet for an author. You don’t want the couple to be a replica of any previous couple, but you want there to be a consistency in the type of story you initially introduced to readers. The story I initially wrote for Drocco and Cailyn had magic at the heart of it—this is an epic fantasy world after all—and that magic was explored further with Malloron and Amara as well as the history of the Western Lands and King Malloron.

This couple suffered more than Drocco and Cailyn, their journey was more complex, and they developed and changed who they were more drastically, especially Malloron, and had more challenges from many different angles. But I loved every minute of writing their tale, even when I was at my wits end with them both lol. I feel like the cast of characters in this one were vastly different and added something to both Malloron and Amara’s tale and to the world itself, and I loooved writing them. From Emric to Elion, Brecc to the tenebris-children, I feel like this part of the Myth of Omega world has become more vivid, and I will certainly miss it.

Once again, it was a bit of a shock writing THE END *sob* but I’m glad that there’s still one more couple left and I get to spend time in a new part of the world that is less magic-filled but more raw and barbaric. If you liked the Reign trilogy, or even if you didn’t, come and join me with the next couple! Let’s see if I can make Kardos your favorite Alpha in this world! :p

Interestingly, the one thing I have learned while writing this trilogy is how big the potential is for this world, so if you are enjoying this series, make sure you’re a Dark Halo so you can get access to any extras and bonuses.
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